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For my mother,
who is wiser,
funnier,
a better cook,
and a better storyteller than me.
Everything good in me
came from you.
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Izzy Burros was very fond of hats.

-Typical first line of one of my poorly-conceived
and under-imagined short stories

Preface

In eighth grade, I went to Walt Disney World. My clearest memory of the trip was a bit of
dialogue from the animated feature at Epcot's Cranial Command. The hypothalamus—depicted
as a robot—introduced itself: "I'm only the hypothalamus. I only monitor all the automatic
functions of the body—all the things you don't need to worry about. I'm used to being taken for
granted. Blink, blink, breathe, breathe, day in, day out, never a thank-you, never a job-welldone."
Consciousness—the internal recognition of existence—ebbs and flows. The elemental
becomes invisible. Story runs through my consciousness, a constant ordering of information—
theorizing, bargaining, reconsidering, analyzing, reassuring, philosophizing, praying, repeating,
remembering, reasoning, and narrating—yet my grasp on story never feels natural. What is
story? Which stories are true? Which parts of stories can I trust? Nowadays, most of us know
that every time we access a memory, we alter it slightly. What are our memories even testaments
to?
There is a yawning gap between what we conceive and what we can prove, or at least,
what we can argue. Personally, I can't tolerate artifice. I love fiction, but not by my own hand. I
understand that the roman à clef must have some cathartic appeal, but every time I conceive of
an interesting character or situation—borrowed, of course, from some real-life inspiration—I feel
by the second sentence as though I'm entangled in bed clothes. The innumerable possibilities of
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plot twists and character traits overwhelm me, and they obscure what I thought I was really
looking at.
I write nonfiction because limitations work for me. There's some common writing advice:
"Ignore the first idea that comes into your mind—and the second, third, and fourth." In a way,
my mind automatically discards these "easy" ideas. I only write stories that deeply trouble me,
stories that I haven't been able to cap neatly with a "happy ending" in my mind. The problems
that I'm concerned with—the issues that compel me to write—are self-hatred and formation of
self, love in the face of self-hatred, betrayal, family, spirituality, doubt, and the purpose of story.
The essays in this collection are based on personal experience, but they are essays. They assert
uncertainly.
The essayist is said to be fond of humble things—among them, a diminished form. "No
one wants to publish a collection of essays," reports Phillip Lopate in "In Defense of the Essay
Collection." Memoirs sell better. But just as the move from nonfiction to fiction distorts, that
shift of form—from essay to memoir—sacrifices one of the distinguishing features of the essay:
the distinct, wandering consciousness.
I also cleave to the essay's explicit embrace of literature as conversation. Novelists
sometimes cleverly name characters or settings, and poets borrow images or snips of phrasing.
Essayists are allowed to quote and dissect at length—interacting directly with the text that helped
to germinate the ideas being committed to the page. Quoting is also a tool to barter for
legitimacy. Essayists and memoirists tread on heavily traveled ground, writing of friendship,
love, death, and the self. By framing our works as contributions to a conversation—as opposed to
the final word—essayists can acquire the authority and courage to publicly discuss deeply
personal and private matters.
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In "Why I Write," Joan Didion argues:
Of course I stole the title of this talk from George Orwell. One
reason I stole it was that I like the sound of the words: Why I Write.
There you have three short unambiguous words that share a sound,
and the sound they share is this:
I
I
I
In many ways writing is the act of saying I, of imposing oneself
upon other people, of saying listen to me, see it my way, change
your mind. It's an aggressive, even a hostile act. You can disguise
its aggressiveness all you want with veils of subordinate clauses
and qualifiers and tentative subjunctives, with ellipses and
evasions with the whole manner of intimating rather than claiming,
of alluding rather than stating but there's no getting around the fact
that setting words on paper is the tactic of a secret bully, an
invasion, an imposition of the writer's sensibility on the readers
most private space.
That I sound is also the backbone of the word desire. Desire is the want, and writing is the way
of articulating that want, of asserting the primacy and entitlement of the self. I want, therefore I
write. Desire, like story, is so elemental that I once forgot how it worked. When I enrolled in
fiction workshops, I had to learn the most basic elements of story. What is a scene? A scene is
conflict. Someone wants something, and—
That's the beginning, the point of action: Someone wants something. Four years ago, I
wanted something, and I wrote two hundred pages in six weeks. The work I produced had a few
highlights, but it was hasty work by an untrained hand. Still, the comment that my few faithful
readers generally returned was, "Well, you found your voice." That story, reworked as "The
Purpose of the Moon," is my genesis. It was the moment when I knew what I desired, I saw the
obstacle to my having it, and I attempted to hammer out the language to describe it. When I
reviewed the manuscript this summer, I still had some difficulty articulating my point. But the
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story remains my genesis not only because it was how I discovered my voice, but because I
discovered what I truly desired was not the male character in the story. What I desired was the
ability to communicate clearly, and the obstacle was that I lacked the language and training.
Through several drafts, I failed to tell readers exactly why this story mattered to me. They didn't
know, and I didn't know. It was this desire to communicate the most inexplicable internal
conditions that forced me to be uncompromising and brutal in my honesty.
The experience of rewriting again and again inures a writer to the pain of exposure. In his
introduction to The Art of the Personal Essay, Lopate says:
So often the "plot" of a personal essay, its drama, its suspense,
consists in watching how far the essayist can drop past his or her
psychic defenses toward deeper levels of honesty. One may speak
of a vertical dimension in the form: if the essayist can delve further
underneath, until we feel the topic has been handled as honestly, as
fairly as possible, then at least one essential condition of a
successful personal essay has been met. . . . If, however, the
essayist stays at the same flat level of self-disclosure and
understanding throughout, the piece may be pleasantly smooth, but
it will not awaken that shiver of recognition—equivalent to the
frisson in horror films when the monster looks at himself in the
mirror—which all lovers of the personal essay await as a
reward. . . .
The spectacle of baring the naked soul is meant to awaken the
sympathy of the reader, who is apt to forgive the essayist's selfabsorption in return for the warmth of his or her candor.
In writing "The Purpose of the Moon," I found stores of bravery to allow me to further penetrate
my own psychic defenses. I had once doubted that grappling with my inner life was sufficient
material for a personal essay. Lopate helped me to understand that through the exercise of skill
and technique, in exchange for my unrelenting honesty, the reader would grant me the latitude to
interrogate the assumptions and ideas that deeply trouble me.
Each essay in this collection examines story, particularly how story interacts and informs
the formation of self. The procession of the essays is largely chronological, with the exception
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of "What I Don't Know," which would be placed after "Loving the Bigger Fat" if chronology
were the primary concern. The essays are placed in ascending order of the complexity of the
story that I'm trying to unravel. The first three essays deal with stories from my childhood and
family.
"Cringeworthy" addresses several embarrassing—but not necessarily shameful—
moments from my youth, stories that I couldn't otherwise exorcise from my mind. "Wolves" and
"What Makes Daz . . . " both relate to my family, and particularly to my mother's estrangement
from her sisters. This real-life betrayal and schism—which coincided with my transition from
child to adult—unmade my ideas about family, loyalty, and love. While the stories that I
investigate in these three pieces do trouble me, they are not as primary or primal to the formation
of self as the later works. In many ways, they represent stories that I've inherited—in
"Cringeworthy," through the rigmarole of adolescence, and in the other two pieces, through
blood lines.
"What I Don't Know" essentially hits the "reset" button in this collection. This essay
takes inspiration from Dorothy Allison's Aunt Dot, whom Allison quotes: "Lord, girl, there's
only two or three things I know for sure. Only two or three things. That's right. Of course it's
never the same things, and I'm never as sure as I'd like to be." As an inventory of what I know
and what I don't know, this essay creates a space for complex themes—such as food, romance,
and formation of self—to exist in conversation with one another.
The next four pieces are intimate examinations of the stories I unconsciously told that
formed my mythology of self. They are attempts to put into words the stories that feel like an
intrinsic, unnamable part of me. "Word Salad" is about my "problem with no name": an
undiagnosed eating disorder. "The Purpose of the Moon" is a first-love story turned on its ear.
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The man in question is a blank screen onto which I project my own desire and insecurities. It
deals closely with the spectacle of articulated, unrequited female desire through a feminist lens.
"Loving the Bigger Fat" is about my romantic involvement with a morbidly obese man, and how
my relationship with him is influenced by and reacts with my own body image. "Beauty" deals
with my first unrequited loves, cats, and with death. I originally drafted an essay about love
objects and death, and somehow I ended up writing about my concept of faith and the aftermath
of my mother's cancer. "Beauty" is about stories we tell that we can't yet comprehend.
I defend this collection of essays as my mind doing its best work. I value curiosity, brutal
honesty, contemplation, and justice. At its best, this collection will capture my consciousness on
the page, confident but questioning, polished but unresolved.

x

Cringeworthy

I used to beg my aunt Ellen to tell and retell the story of her first confession, until it turned from
story to legend:
Ellen, a skinny, dark-haired, olive-skinned girl, is in first grade at St. Elizabeth's School,
about to undertake her first Sacrament of Reconciliation. For weeks, the nuns have been talking
about how important this day is. Ellen wears a new dress and a veil.
The students line up in alphabetical single file to walk upstairs to the church. One by one,
children disappear into the confessional booth. Ellen—last name Quinly—realizes she has made
an error in judgment. She needs to use the restroom, but she is afraid to ask the nuns, who
already warned the children to take a bathroom break before entering the church. She decides to
hold it.
Each passing minute, Ellen steps closer to an emergency situation, and closer to the
confessional door. Her time comes.
After Ellen confesses her sins, the priest imposes her penance: she must say three Hail
Marys, two Our Fathers, and the alphabet. When Ellen gets to her ABCs, she rushes through
them. A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O Q R S T U V W X Y Z.
The priest asks, Where's the P?
Running down her left leg. (This is a key part of the story, but it requires no suspension
of disbelief. In my family, stories are meant to be exaggerated and stuffed with jokes.)
At seven years old, Ellen is sure she has committed a mortal sin, defiling the church. The
nuns call her mother. Ellen waits outside the imposing stone school, staring at the street. She
hopes that she will be able to slip away, to leave school and never return. Instead, she sees her
1

mother driving down the street, holding a fresh pair of panties out the window, twirling them on
her finger. She yells out, "Don't worry, Ellen! I've got some clean undies for you!"

YM Magazine, the one of the oldest girls' magazine in the United States (second only to
Seventeen) pioneered the embarrassing-stories column. It was called Say Anything. YM folded in
2004, and in the same year, released The Best of Say Anything. Most of the stories revolve
around the same teenage embarrassments: menstruation, nudity, inadvertent bodily functions,
and makeout mishaps.
Forces Outside Your Control
A bunch of my classmates and I went to the state fair for senior
skip day. We all hopped on a ride called the Gravitron, where
everyone stands in a circle with their backs to the wall; as the ride
starts to spin, the floor caves in, leaving you stuck five feet up in
the air and plastered to the wall. I noticed the boy I like standing
across from me. We made eye contact and smiled—and I didn't
realize my bikini top was coming loose until my breasts were
completely exposed! I tried to cover them up, but the gravitational
pull was too strong. There I was, paralyzed by the centrifugal
force, with tons of male eyes on my bare body. As soon as the ride
was over, I got my top back on and bolted for the exit.

Even as a child, I knew that Ellen's story couldn't be all true. Do I believe that she had "an
accident" during her first confession? Absolutely. The penance, the awkward alphabet joke, the
panties out the window? Not a chance. Does it matter? I don't think so. What I loved about the
story—despite the obvious laughs—was that she seemed to love telling it. Never mind that
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twenty years had passed, the fact that my aunt embraced her own embarrassment so fully tickled
me.

You Won't Score That Way
During a flag football game in gym, I got pushed into a guy I had a
crush on and we both fell. Some people thought it would be funny
to start a pileup, so they jumped on top of us. When they did, my
bladder couldn't handle the pressure, and I peed all over the guy!
By the end of the day, the whole school knew.

The time I peed my pants at Saint Elizabeth's wasn't nearly as cutesy or easy-to-package as
Ellen's story.
The incident began, quite easily, as another error in judgment. I was in third grade (older,
more cringeworthy). I had to use the bathroom, but why miss recess? I could just take a
bathroom break in class . . . only I misjudged my bladder. I wet my skirt.
Thinking on my feet, I decided to plant myself face-down on the blacktop, hoping the
heat from the pavement would dry the plaid uniform. Better yet, there were long, metal bars that
lay horizontal on the pavement, like miniature guardrails. Metal is hotter than blacktop, I
reasoned, so I lay face-down on the bars.
I was used to being teased—fat, smart, redhead—so it came as no surprise when the
mean boys approached. Their high-pitched voices flew to my ear. "Are you humping the bar?
Oh my God, I can't believe this. Look at her!"
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I kept my head down. If I just ignore them, I thought, it will all go away. Recess won't
end, my skirt won't be wet, they will forget about me lying face-down on this bar. It will all fade
to black.
It didn't.
I have no memory of any scene with my mother—no fresh undies hanging out the
window. I remember the teacher's nose crinkling when I walked in from recess. I can reason that
my mom did show up with fresh underwear and a new skirt. Beyond that, the incident is blotted
from my mind. Faded to black.

Now He Knows
I was staring at my crush during math, fantasizing about what our
first date would be like. As if! He didn't even know I existed. So I
was shocked when he turned to me and mouthed, "Do you want to
go to prom?" I nodded my head like crazy to let him know I would
love it. I found out later he hadn't asked me to the prom at all—
he'd been asking me if I had a problem, because I was staring.

I was a virgin until I was twenty-four years old, and that counts everything, even kissing.

Didn't See That One Coming
I'm really attracted to this guy who works at the mall, so when he
waved at me from inside his store I got really excited. I took off
running toward him, not noticing the very clean glass door he was
4

standing behind. It was bad enough that I slammed into the door,
but it turned out that he hadn't been saying hi to me at all—his
friends were next to me.

My childhood was littered with one-way, pathetic crushes. First, there was Kevin, the family
friend's son, whom I swore I would marry. Next, Stephen, who laughed at my jokes if no one
else was around. Later, I started crushing on older boys, hoping that they would be nicer. I
focused on two of my brother's friends, Joe and Chris, who were each safely out of my age and
possibility range. In seventh grade, I switched to a private K-12 school, and fixated on Britton, a
junior who lived in my neighborhood and drove me to school. Unfortunately, the age difference
didn't stop him from joining the rank and file mean boys—when he learned I had a crush on him,
he and his teased me mercilessly. There was even a gesture—a secret communication that they
would use to communicate to one another that I was nearby, prowling, ready to annoy and induce
shame by humiliation. In eighth grade, Justin, a senior, caught my eye, but at least he was nice
to me when I tried to chat with him in the hallways. I also nursed feelings for Brad, a decentenough guy who wouldn't date me, but he did his best not to treat me like garbage. That takes us
through my eighth grade year. In high school, I switched my romantic aspirations, and started
crushing on gay men. They tended to be nicer, or at least less confrontational, about the whole
thing.

#
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What Goes Up Must Come Down
People know me as an adventurous—or stupid—girl and things
like this are why. I have a huge crush on my next-door neighbor.
Coincidentally, our tree hangs right over his pool and provides a
view into his bedroom window. One night I decided to climb out
and take a little peek at him. Little did I know he had just gotten
out of the shower and was totally naked! I was so shocked I fell off
the branch I had climbed out on, right into his pool! He came
outside with a towel around his waist and there was a long silence
before his parents ran to the backyard to see what had happened. I
had a really tough time explaining what I was doing there.

When I was in third grade, on the blacktop of St. Elizabeth's School, my brother's friend Joe
asked me if I wanted to be his girlfriend. It was a different Joe than the one I had a crush on, but
I didn't care. I was just so relieved that anyone would even ask me.
Except that even in the moment, I knew he didn't mean it. There was this thing in his
voice—a sing-songiness—like when you talk to a baby, or when you're teasing someone. I told
him, "Yeah, sure, whatever" in a standoffish, but hopeful, way.
A few weeks later, Joe started dating Amy, a thin, blonde, sarcastic girl in my grade.

Lip Lock
On the last day of health class, we were doing CPR on a lifelike
dummy when my friend dared me to stick my tongue in its mouth
like I was French-kissing it. Since it was the last day of school, I
figured I wouldn't get in trouble and my little prank would be
talked about all summer long, making me sort of a legend. I
couldn't pass up the opportunity, so I went for it. On the last round
of quick breaths, I stuck my tongue in the dummy's mouth, and it
got stuck. The teacher had to pry my tongue out.
6

Sixth grade was the last year I spent at St. Elizabeth's. I skipped fifth grade, moving directly
from fourth to sixth, so my last year, I also had a whole new class. Everyone still knew me,
though. Knew Cate (fat, smart, redhead, always in the principal's office).
Even in a new class, I could see that nothing changed. I could see all the skinny girls in
my grade. Skinny with long, straight hair. (My hair was kinky-curly. I brushed it into a big frizzy
mess, or slicked it back into a severe ponytail.) I knew this wasn't the year that things were going
to change for me. The boys still knew I was undateable (fat, ugly, weird).
At the end of the year party, one of the boys, Chris, asked me to dance. He told me that
he liked me. After all, he said, "you're the only girl in our grade with breasts."

You Showed Him
I walked into class on Valentine's Day and spotted an empty seat
next to this totally cute new guy. I was psyched! I tried to act
smooth but as I got closer to his desk, I accidentally dropped all
my books on the floor in front of him. I figured he would pick
them up for me because that's what nice guys do. Was I wrong! He
just sat there. Then, when I bent over to pick them up and just as
my butt was facing him, I farted really loudly.

For four years at NYU, I couldn't keep a group of friends. The story was always the same—an
intense bonding period inevitably followed by an awkward freeze. I tried to ignore the
dynamic—making a few new friends, somewhat easily, to make up for the ones who decided
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they'd rather not associate with me anymore—but I couldn't shake the feeling that there was
something deeply wrong with me. I diagnosed myself as unable to form meaningful
relationships.
On top of all that, even on the day of college graduation, I'd never kissed someone I
liked. The meager handful of make-out experience that I'd gotten over the past four years was all
tainted in my view. There was the time at a New Year's Eve party that someone grabbed me and
kissed me—not that I remembered who, even if it was a girl or boy. It didn't matter, I told
myself. They were drunk. The same thing happened a few months later at Pop Rocks, a gay
dance party in the East Village. All I remember is the strange feeling—wet lips, wet mouth—in
the dark, smoky, Madonna-filled night.
Early sophomore year, at another party of people I barely knew, I went to a back
bedroom to get away from the crowd. These two gay men—one of whom, Josh, I knew—came
in and sat next to me on the bed. Josh kissed me, and the other joined in for a three-way kiss. It
made me feel gross, the alien tongues darting around in my mouth, but I let it happen. At least
something was happening, and I was involved.
Unlike the worst time, which was my first semester at college. My friend Andy and I had
been hanging out in this guy Ryland's room. Ryland was really cute—like an Abercrombie
model, with a corn-fed grin and freckles. He was so nice. Part of my problem is that I've always
thought that just because a boy is nice to me, he must like me. Like-like. I guess it's because of
my time at St. E's. After all, if a boy wasn't attracted to me, he would just be cruel.
I'm not sure if college freshmen are, by nature, clingy and awkward, but freshmen year, I
encountered a lot of young students who were looking to cuddle.
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One night, Andy, Ryland, and I all ended up cuddling on Ryland's twin bed. After a few
minutes, I looked over, and Ryland was making out with Andy. Despite the fact that neither of
them was making any moves toward me, I waited longer than I'd like to admit before excusing
myself.

IM Interception
One day I was on the computer and I instant-messaged a guy friend
of mine I had a crush on. I've never kissed anyone, so I asked him
if he'd teach me. I waited anxiously for his answer. After what
seemed like forever, I got an instant message back and it read:
"Sorry, honey, but I can't do that for you, but I'll pass the message
on to Jim." I hadn't been talking to my friend after all—it was his
mom, using his screen name!

The first person I met at NYU was my Resident Advisor, Matt. It was six a.m. on moving-in day,
and he was working the door. I remember that he was nice, a little geeky, kind of short. But he
had brown hair and brown eyes, what you'd call a friendly face.
I couldn't get a read on him—Gay? Straight? Available?
Within the first week, I decided that I liked him. Liked him. After all, he was so nice to
me! I assumed he was gay, because he was slightly effeminate and, well, he had a lisp. His
presumed homosexuality worked just fine for me, as I'd long since given up on the idea of any
boy I liked ever becoming my boyfriend. Color me shocked when I found out that Matt was not
only straight, but he also had a girlfriend. A hot one.
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Which changed nothing, of course. I still got to have my safe crush, someone to think
about, to fantasize about. Someone who would never break out of the fantasy to hurt me.
I was particularly vulnerable my first year at NYU—not only for the standard freshman
reasons (new city, new friends, the mismatch between the "best years of my life" and my
crushing loneliness and feelings of inadequacy), but because three weeks into my first semester,
fall 2001, I had a national emergency a mile from my dorm room.
With this combination of turmoil, general teenage narcissism, and my crush, I ended up
spending a lot of time at Matt's. Every night, somewhere between 10 and 11 p.m., I'd knock on
his door for a visit.
Every night.
Now, I'm a decade removed from the whole thing, but still, one night before bed, I had an
intense flashback to freshman year. I remembered sitting in Matt's room for hours, picking my
stray hairs off his green-and-brown chair. He said he found my hair in his room all the time, and
I denied it. I said they must have been his girlfriend's. Never mind that she was a brunette.
I remembered playing MASH, the childhood game of deciding who you'd marry, where
you'd live, in what kind of house and which kind of car you'd drive. I was making up stories
about Matt. Fantasizing about how our first date would go, about whether or not I'd be a good
girlfriend. I spent so much time dreaming about him, I wonder how much time I actually spent
with him as him, not as just some fictional character in my mind.
And then, I remembered the shame. The shame when I knocked and no one answered, but
I knew he must have been there. The times that I knocked when his girlfriend was over. When I
must have interrupted them having sex. I imagined him trying to explain to his girlfriend that he's
sorry, but this freshman girl just comes by every night. He feels bad for her. It's so pathetic.
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Years later, my face burned as I remembered. I even threw the covers over my head to
hide from the empty room. How did decade-old embarrassment maintain the strength of fresh
shame? How did anger, joy, lust, and even passion fade over time, and yet shame remained?

Secret Admirer
There's this guy at school I really like, and I sometimes daydream
about him in class. That's what I was doing when my teacher
handed out worksheets. I finished mine fast and was thinking about
my guy again when she collected them. At the end of the period, as
she handed back the graded pages, she announced, "Whoever loves
Chuck, come and get your paper!" I had doodled I ♥ CHUCK right
on my worksheet! My teacher saw me cover my face with my
hands, laughed, and said, "That's what you get for wearing your
heart on your worksheets, Lisa."

When I first moved to New Orleans, I was incredibly lonely. I had just had weight-loss surgery,
and by every definition, I believed that I was waiting for my "new life" to begin. The problem?
My "new life" still starred a socially awkward, mistrustful, fat, 22-year-old virgin.
I didn't know what the fuck was going to happen. All I knew was that I needed it to
happen—needed something to change, to give my life a little dimension. I didn't care if I had to
drink to black out. If I had to take the bus downtown and spend all day drifting between coffee
shops and bars. If I had to spend all day by myself just hoping to find someone to talk to. At the
time, I lived with two friends, Natalie and Bozhena, but they were both in grad school and
working, not to mention dating. Both Natalie and Bozhena were in relationships, and there were
only so many times that I could say, "I understand," or "That reminds me of an experience a
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friend of mine had." I was jealous, of course, but I was also embarrassed. Even though those girls
were my best friends, I couldn't admit to them that I was still a virgin. The easiest thing to do
was to try to disappear until something finally changed. At least, that was my plan.
When I finally did get a job after six weeks, it was at a very conservative bank (pantyhose
and close-toed shoes). I was the only one (a) under thirty; (b) living in New Orleans proper; and
(c) single. My prospects were terrible.
Nevertheless, I found Adam, a Luke Wilson sort of guy (You know, the one who always
plays the Boyfriend in the movies)—average height and weight, brown hair and eyes, but cute.
And extraordinarily good-natured. And a wonderful writer. And funny. And nice.
And, of course, with a girlfriend, Ashley.
I tried, and completely failed, to conceal my crush—always stopping by his cubicle to say
hello, standing at his desk for as long as I could steal away. It got to be that my bosses knew that
if I was missing, check with Adam.
I embarrassed myself so constantly that I've blocked most of the individual shames out.
They most definitely include: tripping and running into furniture, spitting up into Adam's trash
can, inappropriate touching, throwing a temper tantrum when Adam didn't show up on my
birthday, drunk texting, hounding, and a generally crushing social awkwardness.
Nonetheless, like Matt, Adam has been unfailingly nice to me—the sort of person who
makes me trust humanity, or perhaps more specifically, mankind.
A couple of years later, Adam and Ashley got married. They actually invited me to the
wedding. The invitation included some language about services starting promptly at 6:30 p.m.,
so please arrive early enough to allow time to be seated.
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I was aiming for fifteen minutes early, but it may have been twenty. My date (Bozhena,
my ex-roommate, as at 24, I still had never had a boyfriend) and I took a cab from my apartment
in the lower Quarter. We tried the front door to the venue, and found it locked. I suggested we try
the other entrance. As we rounded the corner, we saw Adam and his parents, walking to the
church from their hotel.
Yes, I was the very first person to show up—before the bride, before the groom, before
the family, before the officiant. Adam saw me, laughed, and waved.

Can't Regift That
I had liked this guy since the fourth grade and finally decided (with
a lot of biting my nails) that I would tell him how I felt. Since his
birthday was coming up, I made him this big gift package. In it
were all his favorite things, CDs, books, cologne, everything, and I
included a letter that revealed my feelings. Then I put it all in a
plastic bag and dropped it off at his house. The next week, he
completely avoided me. Finally, I cornered him and asked if he
had received the gift. He told me the present was not cool and it
made him feel really uncomfortable and that he didn't want to talk
to me ever again. All day Saturday, I rummaged through my closet,
getting rid of all the secret pictures I had taken of him, all the
things he ever touched, everything that reminded me of him. That's
when I noticed a plastic bag I had forgotten to throw away a couple
of weeks ago filled with dirty pads and underwear. I opened it, and
there was all the stuff I was supposed to give to my crush!

Here are some other embarrassing things I've done: Slept with people who didn't like me very
much. Let people touch me who I didn't like very much. Refused to eat because of how I felt.
Ate too much because of how I felt. Cut myself because a boy didn't like me. Viciously teased
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another girl for bleeding through her pants. Been mercilessly, unforgivably mean. Gone for the
laugh even if it hurt someone's feelings. Called people ugly. Called myself ugly. Been ugly to my
mother and sister. Called my sister a bitch on Christmas Eve. Written terrible, lovestruck poetry.
Gotten too drunk for my own good. Asked for it. Loved people who didn't love me back.
But those aren't the shames that make funny stories. Those cringes can't be exaggerated
back to something humorous, and I'm not interested in going the other way: Girl Gone Astray.
The point of this story is not to curry pity. My embarrassments aren't that different from an
ordinary girl's.

Doesn't This Always Happen?
I woke up early on a Saturday morning to go for a walk with my
friend. She met me at my house and brought her brother, who is so
sweet. My period had started that day, and of course I was wearing
a tampon, but I guess the flow was really heavy. While we were on
my driveway, I asked her brother if he would give me a piggyback
ride, and he said okay. When I got off, I noticed there was blood
all over his white shirt. He was pretty cool about it, though—
probably because I was crying.
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What Makes Daz . . .

We call my father Daz. The story is this: one time, Dad was signing a birthday card to Mom.
Here's how he would explain it: "You know, I was just working on this card, thinking about how
much I loved Liz, how lucky I am to have her, and I guess I was thinking too hard, because I
wrote 'Daz' instead of 'Dave' for my name."
My mom would continue the story: "He didn't even know! I read the card and said, 'Daz?
Who's Daz?' He had no idea. It was a total mistake."
"Then," Daz would say, "I liked it. You know, it's like, I have a little bit of Liz with me.
And I also get to be cool, you know, like Dazzle, but not. Just Daz."
Someone—maybe me—would make a joke. "So, Mom, should we call you Daz, too? Or
Liv?"
"I don't need another name. Liz is my name." And Liz would frown, but it would be a
clown-like frown. Liz can always communicate two things at once. Her mouth will say one thing
and her eyes another, she smiles to show frustration, and she frowns at good jokes.

Liz has lived her entire life in Kansas City. My childhood home, the house where my parents still
reside, is exactly two blocks from the house where my mother grew up. She has lived threequarters of her life on half an acre of land. I've spent about a decade, or a third of my life, away
from home—first in New York, and now in New Orleans. Sometimes I think that my mother's
life has been unnecessarily reduced by geography, but I'm rankly ignorant about my mother's
life. I've only been here for half of it.
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I wonder what Liz was like before she was a mother, at eighteen or twenty-four. I look at
her wedding photos—Polaroids of my 21-year-old parents. In what looks like the "first dance"
photo, my dad's forehead is cut off. In the "first kiss" photo, he holds her bouquet and kisses her,
but the image is out of focus. My favorite is the photo of my mother alone at a cocktail table, an
iced amber-colored drink in front of her (I like to think it's Scotch, even though I know that if I
even mention Scotch to Liz, she'll wrinkle her nose, stick out her tongue, and utter a mellifluous,
girlish Eeeeyouuuuuuuuu). White flowers hang in her reddish blonde hair, which falls almost to
the waist of her plain, but beautiful, white dress. She smiles, and her dark eyes look to her right,
probably to my dad. She smiles, and I wonder what mischief or mystery is behind it.
My mother is a very Midwestern sort of reticent—she watches her words carefully and
always says a little less than she thinks; the meaning is in the pause after the word "different," in
the raised eyebrows. I wonder sometimes if that reticence is exacerbated by age and marriage
and motherhood. Along with the photos, I have the stories she sometimes tells of her life before
me, stories about my dad's orange '71 Cutlass with a white racing stripe, stories about working at
the local department store, stories about staying up late and drinking beer. I wish I knew more,
though. I wish I knew how she talked and what she cared about then, what interested her about
her college classes, and whether the decision to drop out was painful. I wonder about the parts of
the stories she leaves out.
I've lived away so long now that I can almost forget what it was like to be a child, what it
was like to share the house with my mother, this person who loved me and, in some ways,
seemed to know everything about me. But mothers are always mysteries to children. There is a
body that I came from, and she walks around the house and has to get dressed and sometimes
shoos me out of the bedroom so she can just have a bit of privacy, please! I remember being
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shooed, but I also remember lying on her bed while she got dressed or did her makeup or
exercised, talking to her and trying to get her to talk about herself. Sometimes I wonder whether
the demands of motherhood—the loss of privacy, of sleep, the sharing of intimacy, the black
hole of love—can make a woman retreat further into herself in some ways. Maybe she creates a
wonderful, mysterious place inside her mind—and if she is sometimes misunderstood, well,
that's inevitable.

Liz still lives in my childhood home, but her mother recently moved out of Liz's childhood home
to a smaller house a few blocks away. Liz's six siblings—three brothers, three sisters—all live in
Kansas City, the farthest in a suburb about fifteen minutes away. All told, the geographic
spreading doesn't feel extreme—it's as if a group of people huddled in a group hug all decided to
hold hands and stand a full arm's length from one another. But that's only geographically
speaking. Emotionally, the earth between them is cracked and eruptive. Some of it is
catastrophic: an abyss. Some of it, though, is just ground that you want to step softly on, ground
that could give way under your feet.
I've lived in New Orleans for the past six years. It's a frequent point of discussion among
my family. When will I return to the roost? There is a whole brood of people, my people—who
don't even like each other most of the time—but at least they stick around for familial duties. The
family shows up—if not to my parents' annual Christmas Eve party, then at least to the hospital
when someone is sick or needs surgery, at least to funerals. My presence is left to caprice: to
flight plans, bank accounts, and credit card balances.
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We call my dad "Daz," but only sometimes. You see, it's Dave who shows up to work in the
morning. Dave likes to work out twice a day, Dave keeps a fastidious house, and Dave has some
good business advice for your future.
Daz, though, wants you to turn the music up. If you don't want him to fix you a cocktail,
Daz will suggest a beer instead. Daz makes jokes that make me groan, then he says, "I'm just
having fun!" Daz knows that people have more fun if the lights are low, the music loud, and the
drinks cold and plentiful. Daz just wants everyone to have a good time.
Daz is also the videographer. He shoots videos of Seamus, his first grandson, and sends
them to his mother and to me. The videos are long, usually four to six minutes. Daz narrates the
entire time, not ceding more than a handful of seconds at a time to silence. When Seamus was
still unable to crawl, when he had a mandatory thirty minutes of daily "tummy time," my father's
voice boomed over the bluish, TV-lit scene. "Roll over, Seamus! Yeah, I'm talking to you . . .
Come on, perform!"
These videos bring me joy—love for my family—and, ocassionally, the sickest kind of
guilty relief. Even when the videos are ostensibly light-hearted, these messages from home can
still be vaguely disturbing. Dark shadows seem to swirl at the edges of these bright, captured
moments.
In one video, Seamus eats dinner on the screened-in porch of my childhood home with
my parents. He eats a banana and mashes it against the table.
From behind the camera, Daz calls out, "Seamus!"
Liz sits next to Daz, but the camera doesn't capture her. She uses a high, playful voice to
talk to Seamus. "Hi!"
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Daz asks him, "What are you doing?"
Liz repeats, "Hi!"
"Are you playing?"
"Hi!"
"Are you playing?"
"Hi! Hello, I'm a banana!"
Seamus laughs. His laugh sounds like a "huh."
"Hello, I'm a banana! Hello! Banaaaaa—NA!"
Daz uses a playful voice, but his is so low, the silliness barely registers. "Boo boo boo
boo." It's a noise like the sad trombone. I wonder whose jokes—Liz or Daz—Seamus
understands, what makes him laugh. The scene continues without excitement.
"Come on, Seamus," Daz says. "Make some noise. Oh, I guess you're eating. You can't."
"He will." Liz leaves the porch. The phone rings.
Daz laughs and makes lip-smacking noises. "Om nom nom nom nom. Om nom nom nom
nom. Is that good? Is that good stuff? Huh?"
Seamus cries out, hoping Liz will hear him and return. His cheeks are pink, his hair red.
"What?" Daz asks.
Seamus turns to the street, watching intently with serious brown eyes.
Daz senses some uneasiness in Seamus. "She's just walking her dog. She's just walking
her dog. Seamus. Seamus, are you a little distracted?"
From offscreen, Liz's voice is barely intelligible. "Oh, that's okay," she says. "That's
okay."
Seamus looks to Liz. His face reads concern.
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"How fun is this?" Daz says.
Liz reenters. She's on the phone. "Oh, that's okay. We'll come back."
"What's up?" Daz asks. I think maybe he's asking Liz, but she doesn't answer.
"Yeah," Liz says, still on the phone. She's murmuring and hard to understand. She exits
again. Seamus looks after her, biting his lip. She goes on, "Well, that was good. I was glad at
least ... were doing something important."
Who was doing something important, I wonder. Her? The other person on the phone? I
feel like I'm back in my mother's bedroom, listening for clues to help me understand her life.
"Okay, Seamus," Daz says. "Can you do anything other than just chew on your banana?
Can you entertain us? Can you do a little entertainment there?" I think he must have been asking
Liz about her phone call earlier. Daz always wants Seamus—the star—to entertain, but this
attempt feels more like misdirection.
Liz is faintly audible, but I can't make out what she's saying. Seamus looks back to where
she exited. He lets out another cry, an impatient noise.
"Getting to be a big boy, aren't you?" Daz says.
Seamus kicks under the table and makes the same dissatisfied sound.
"Getting to be a big boy. You're eating like a big boy." I can hear Daz trying to keep the
mood patient and even-keeled.
Liz, faintly, in the background, says "It's gonna get better every day." Could she be
talking about the schism in the family?
"I don't have to see her until the end of the month," Liz says. She must be talking about
one of her sisters. Which one? Did something else happen? Or is it just the same dull ache? The
feud between Liz and her sisters began almost a decade ago, as far as any of us—my nuclear
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unit— can piece together. When did it start—when Liz stopped taking evening walks with Peg
and Ellen, choosing to walk with Dave, who was recovering from two massive strokes? Did it
start with the demands and pressures of Peg's wedding? Did it start many years before that, even,
when we'd all go out to dinner, end up arguing politics, and then feel the bill had been split
unfairly? Which niggling, tiny piece of hubris should we choose as the start of the fall?
Seamus smiles, gap-toothed and happy.
"There's a smile," Daz says.
Seamus laughs and puts more banana in his mouth. Daz laughs.
"Yeah. I kind of dread seeing her," Liz says. "I see her at the end of the month. It'll be
okay. It'll be good." What is it that makes my mother talk like this—that makes her say It'll be
good when she feels dread?
Daz keeps talking to Seamus. "What's that big old piece of banana on your chin for?" No
one responds. "Oh, who cares." I feel for him in this moment. He wants everything to be fun.
"I know. We'll do it soon," Liz says to whoever is on the phone. "And I'll talk to Jimmy
tonight and see what's going on this week." Maybe she's talking to her best friend Patty. They
went to high school together, and raised their children two blocks away from each other. Patty is
probably the only person my mother talks to about her sisters. My sister doesn't like being put in
the middle anymore, my brother was never much of a talker, and I moved away.
This minor, unappreciated drama continues—Seamus mashes bananas and attempts to
interact with my mother, while she has a conversation in which she says almost none of what she
means, and in the meantime, Daz tries to narrate it into a good, happy story. After four minutes,
he calls it quits. "Okay, well that's all for the show tonight."
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Liz is still on the phone. "Just went to the lake." Sailing is my parents' new life. After my
father's stroke, my parents bought a 31-foot sailboat on a lake that's about two and a half hours
away. Most weekends, April through October, they sail. It used to be a point of contention with
Liz's sisters. "You're never here on the weekends," they'd say, by way of explanation, when Liz
discovered that her mother and three sisters had gone out to dinner, or to the ballet, or on a
weekend trip to Chicago without her. Liz wouldn't say, "I go to the lake because you wouldn't
invite me anyway." She wouldn't say, "When I am home, you never call. I'm home November
through March, and you never call." No, she wouldn't say anything. She would just smile and
bite her tongue, quickly finish her glass of red wine.
Daz makes his voice sound light and airy. "Say goodbye, Seamus. Bye, Seamus, bye!"
"It was beautiful. We just went to the lake," Liz says.
Seamus waves.
"It was gorgeous."
"Bye! Bye!"
The last sound on the video before my father turns off the camera is my mother's voice,
low and sweet. She says, "We're running out of time to go down." The images are pulled away—
some animation swirls the color until the screen is black. The video unnerves me. It sucks away
all the geographical distance between us.

My parents met when they were fifteen or sixteen years old. As the oldest girl of seven children,
Liz often cared for her five younger siblings. Her sisters ranged in age from five to eleven when
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she and Dave started dating. He would come over on week nights and help Liz get dinner on the
table.
After dinner, Liz would say, "Let's take the kids out for ice cream." Dave would tell the
little ones to go wash up, and then he'd inspect their hands and faces, making sure they wouldn't
muss up his father's Mercedes Benz convertible or his own orange Cutlass.
That's the part of the story I know: they made dinner (Liz's father would complain about
the raw onions in the salad; Liz would keep her mouth shut. She made the salad, and she liked
onions). They took "the babies" out for ice cream; they scrubbed hands and faces. I don't know
what happened after ice cream, whether my parents stayed out all night drinking beer or making
out. I don't know the stories of why exactly Liz's father, my grandfather who died before I was
born, didn't like Dave. I imagine it's the same thing that Liz's sisters don't like about Dave: he
took her away from them.

Stockton Lake, where my parents' sailboat The Dragonfly docks, caters mostly to sailors.
Stockton is not far from the multi-fingered, multitudinous Lake of the Ozarks, with its
speedboats, wave runners, and heavy drinkers. The wake of a speedboat can ruin a good sail, can
disrupt the flow and damage a docked sailboat's hull. It's best to maintain separation between the
two types of vessels.
Stockton Lake is only two fingers, each about fifteen miles long. The northernmost edge
is the joint of the two fingers, and they splay southeast and southwest, making an upside-down
V. The western finger, however, is blocked to sailboats; a low bridge won't accommodate the
mast height. So my parents spend half their annual weekends sailing down one finger of a lake,
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seeing the same shorelines, the same sunsets, the same blues and pinks and purples melting into
the green of the treed landline. But the sunsets are breathtaking. Daz loves nothing more than to
be on the water at sunset. He and Liz will open a bottle of wine, blast the Amadeus soundtrack,
and marvel at the view. They return to the dock after dark. Climbing up the hill to the restaurant,
they pass the "sailors" who hardly take their boats out, the ones who eat dinner at 5:00 p.m. and
miss the sunset, the ones who would rather tinker with an old engine than listen to small waves
lap onto a small boat that's playing the same soundtrack as last week. And at the same restaurant
as always, my parents will raise their glasses and cheer one another, saying something I can't
make out.
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Wolves

Facts have no business in family matters. They carry no currency in old stories. A fact won't
overpower decades-old narrative, at least not in our hearts and memory. Memory, which is
something I can't figure out—is it the agent of betrayal or our protector against it? The whole
thing stinks of vigilantism to me. Our memories are only faithful to us, facts betray us all
equally, and they're both uselessly matched against family history.
Sometimes I think about how words hurt us. Whichever word that makes us feel sick and
wrong inside, the word that flushes us with shame—fat, stupid, ugly, cunt, whore, trash—that
word is confirmation. It says aloud the fears that we have inside. As a writer, I'm troubled. Why
am I setting out to name things? Why should I bother trying to put words to all of these events
and characters, especially if I know that I may hurt my family in the process?
I've been sifting through material, photos, old family stories1 and memories2, and I don't
know what's safe to describe. Can I paint a picture of the wine-stained teeth and lips, eyes
darkened from runny mascara, marking the day after a contentious holiday dinner? Should I put
words into people's mouths, insert dialogue about how this person called that person a megabitch, the wicked witch, the ice queen, poison?
I don't want to tell these stories. Is my family—the "us" of my life—ordinary, strange,
spectacular? Drunks, passive-aggressives, bad dancers? Who are we? Am I the one who gets to
define us simply because I'm the writer?
1

Like the time my aunt Peg was walking down the street with her then-boyfriend when a mugger held them
up at gunpoint. Then-boyfriend ran away, leaving her on the street. Then-boyfriend, now-husband.

2

Like how the family used to get together to celebrate the anniversary of my grandfather Papa John's death,
drinking beer from Mason jars and telling stories that I wish I could remember about him. He died before I
was born, so I only ever got stories about him. Worse, I can't remember any of the good ones. All I
remember is how he called my aunt Peg Crisco (you know, fat in the can) and my mom baloney (because
she's always ready to go).
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About a decade ago, my mom's relationship with her sisters deteriorated. They went from best
friends—talking nearly daily and spending many weekends together—to that most painful shell,
the veneer of civility that disguises a dead relationship. They still see each other a few times a
year, they still have each other's phone numbers memorized, and they occasionally exchange a
few words. But their family ties are cut off at a rotted root. To this day, I can't fully comprehend
why.

My mom is the second of seven children. As the oldest daughter, she cared for her baby sisters,
Peg and Ellen, who were almost a decade younger than she. Ellen and Peg used to say that Liz
raised them. Their father died before I was born, about thirty years ago, when his youngest child
was finishing high school. My grandmother, aunts, uncles, parents, and siblings all reside in
Kansas City, sharing neighborhoods, bars, and restaurants, most of them not more than a few
miles from the house where my mother grew up. These people, their stories, crowd my brain.
When I try to tell a story, it is like I am back on my grandmother's screened-in porch, the wicker
furniture making indentations in the backs of my thighs, while I listen to all of them laughing and
shouting over one another, interrupting all the time with another story, another joke, and another
story that ties back to the first one.
Even true stories are fabrications, and this one will be, too. Because I am going to tell
everyone else on the porch to be quiet—the gentle carpenter-uncle, the drunkles, the worker-bee
aunt who drives my grandma to church on Sundays, the Republicans, the Democrats, the
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Catholics, the atheists, the arguers, storytellers, and jokers. This is a story about three people: my
mom, Liz, the bartender-turned-wealthy
wealthy aunt, Peg, and the social worker aunt, Ellen.

Liz
Liz and babies are simpatico. I don't think I've ever seen a child squirm out of her arms, and even
if that happened, my mom would say, "I know. You just want yo
your
ur mom. That's okay." Babies
like her because of how she talks to them
them—reasonably,
reasonably, like adults, but like adults who can act
without consequence.. I was home for New Year's, and I admired the way she handled my
nephew. Or maybe that's the thing
thing—she doesn't seem
m to handle him at all. She let him push the
kitchen stools on the hardwood floors; she allowed him to drag books from room to room. "Why
tell him no? He's only one." It wa
was a remarkable show of patience.
When I was eleven to fourteen, I used to babysit in the neighborhood. I preferred to care
for babies—II could sympathize with their inability to communicate, their helplessness. It was
more difficult for me to handle the toddlers and tikes, the regular kids. Once they could talk and
read, I didn't understand
tand why they were still so needy. With babies, though, I could channel my
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mother's famous patience as I played with them, cleaned them, put them to sleep. Of course, if I
ever had any trouble—colic
colic or otherwise
otherwise—Liz
Liz was just a phone call away, ready to swoop
swo in and
take over mothering duties. Even the children who knew me better preferred her arms.
There's also something in Liz's voice that's calming. It's sonorous in a way I have trouble
describing, like sing-song
song if sing
sing-song wasn't cloying. She's a clown,
n, too, even if it's just her
wordplay, saying she's going to pick up some food at the gross
gross-out
out or that she's off to shake a
tower. In her clownish, cheery way, she always sang to me, whether she was sweetly swooning,
"Good morning, princess," or shaking her head and belting out, "You can't always get what you
waa-a-a-a-ant."
ant." When it was time to leave the house, she'd go into a quick chorus of "Hit the
Road, Jack," dancing as she waited by the door for us.

Peg
Princess Pegeen, who was once my purveyo
purveyor of all things pink. Peg is the next-to
to-last born, the
youngest daughter. She is strong--willed,
willed, bossy, an excellent cook, and torn, I think, between
whether she's the fancy or utilitarian model. You see, she loves pink, loves sparkles, loves soft
fabrics and sleeping in late. I remember her calling herself Princess Pegeen and calling me
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Princess Cate. I remember the gifts she bought me—the lime green eye shadow and silver
cigarette case she picked up in Paris, the funky jewelry or leather purses from New York streets.
But she also is more likely than anything to be wearing blue jeans and a black T-neck or white
button-down. Like me, she can carry heavy boxes or juggle too many bags of groceries on the
way to the car. She may be a princess, but she won't call herself helpless.
Peg was the one who convinced me, at five years old, to change my name from Kate to
Cate. She encouraged me to go to Girl Scouts sleep-away camp, and she sent me letters and
glow-in-the-dark rings while I was there. She was the one who told me I should go to college at
NYU. Even as I chafed under her bossiness, I craved her perspective.
Seven or eight years ago, when Peg and I were still in contact, before the Great Schism
between her and my mother drove us apart, I spent the night at her house. Her newlywed
husband was out of town, so she invited me over for dinner and movies. She made something
special—steak and onion rings with gorgonzola butter, a recipe I'd noted from the cover of Bon
Appetit. I imagine that we made our plates and then retired to the TV room, each reclining on the
oversized easy chairs that dominated the space. We ate off TV trays then pushed those aside to
put our feet up on the ottomans, occasionally petting or shooing the two enormous cats that
stalked the house.
When it got late, we retired to Peg's bed—a California King that could easily
accommodate the two of us and then some. I don't remember whether it was just before drifting
to sleep or just after waking, but we got into a conversation about love. Her husband—the man
who'd left her facing a gun not too many years earlier—was largely uninterested in her family.
He was the last to enter and the first to leave during holiday dinners. He was loud and boorish,
and he made his fortune on payday loans. At age 39, Princess Peg married him.
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Peg said, "I know he can be a jerk. I can be a jerk, too. But he loves me. He really, really
loves me. And I didn't think that anyone ever would."
I don't remember what I said back to her. I remember the cold feeling of tears at the
th
corners of my eyes.

Ellen
Ellen is my godmother, even though neither of us goes to church. She's like my feminist fairy
godmother—funny, self-deprecating,
deprecating, wise, and able to talk to anybody about anything. She was
born with dark, curly hair and dark eyes—the
the Black Irish one of the family. Growing up, she was
stick-skinny,
skinny, and I think she used to feel like an outsider in her own family,, but maybe I'm just
projecting.
As a child, I saw Ellen as the alternative to my parents, even though I suspected they
the
were all secretly in cahoots. But when I blanched at my parents' guidance
guidance—conservative,
conservative, tinged
with religion, too much focus on being "normal"
"normal"—I had Ellen. Ellen, my left-of--liberal aunt, the
feminist who didn't shave her legs
legs—or did shave, but only when she felt like it. Ellen, who let
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her hair go gray, then went to blonde, then back to gray, as if she didn't owe anyone anything in
regards to her appearance. She could have fun with pretty, but it wasn't where she lived or the
source of her power. Ellen is a social worker, and her power is words. So much of social work is
trying to name problems, to help people not only with their lives, but with their ability to
communicate about them.
My relationship with Ellen—our bike rides during which she taught me cardinal
directions, our talks about womanhood and kindness and how to do what's right, our way of
using words to laugh and cry through it all—is my basis, my imprint, for friendship. In the
handful of years since we've been estranged, I've replaced her many times over with dark-haired
social workers, with whip-smart women who have a way with words. I keep her with me that
way.
I have three cherished stories from Ellen. First, a decade or more ago, we were on a walk.
It was August in Kansas City. Ellen said, "In honor of my birthday month, I'm going to eat ice
cream every day in the month of August." There was something so delicious about her freedom
and conviction, her daring to engage in such hedonism. I don't remember what, if anything, Liz
said when I relayed Ellen's plan. Probably something "sensible" like, "Well, I just don't think
people need to eat ice cream every day." Then she'd fix me with a look, raising her eyebrows and
pursing her lips.
Second, before I was born, back when my parents started dating, Ellen was eight or nine
years old. When my dad came to pick up Liz, Ellen stood at the top of the stairs and threw Liz's
underwear into the foyer. This gesture—so childish and churlish—made me laugh for years. It
was a warm, comforting memory when we were all around the same table—Liz, my dad, Ellen,
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her husband, the whole family. Now it makes me think about "abandonment issues," but I still
hold onto it.
Finally, as much as I love true stories and memories of Ellen, I cherish the fables she told
me. This adaptation of Cherokee legend is my favorite:
A young girl goes to her aunt for guidance. She's been acting out in
school, fighting, and feeling very low. She doesn't know how to be
better.
The aunt says, "Niece, I understand. As there is a war in you, there
is a war within me. Two wolves fight for my fate. One wants
peace, joy, and happiness. It is compassionate and kind. It values
forgiveness, service, and hard work. It fights, but it takes no
pleasure in it.
"The other wolf is terrible. It bites the ankles of babies. It is vicious
and hateful. Late at night, instead of dreaming, it lies awake
making weapons—sharp words to match its sharp teeth and claws.
It loves nothing more than to watch others fall, licking its chops
and meanly smiling."
"How long have the wolves been fighting?"
"All my life. It is a brutal war."
"Which wolf will win?" The niece's lip quivers.
"That one's easy." The aunt smiles and snaps her fingers.
"Whichever one I feed."

There had long been signs of trouble in the extended family. We used to get together, for
birthdays and special occasions, at this small Italian restaurant where we knew the chef/owner.
Our numbers swelled—my nuclear famly's five, plus Grandma, the three aunts and their
husbands or boyfriends, maybe the three uncles. The evenings usually devolved into arguments
between my dad, the lone, vocal Republican, and Peg and Ellen, the vociferous Democrats. Liz,

32

of course, would stay out of it, would encourage us to not even listen to them yammering on at
that end of the table. The arguments usually ended peacefully enough—agree to disagree, order
another round. But bitterness started to creep into unexpected places. When it came time to split
the bill, there was a fight about how best to split it. Should my dad pay for five heads, even if his
three kids weren't on the bar tab? What about the extra wine that the uncle ordered? Not
everybody orders the special, you know, some of us are watching our pennies. But, like the
political conversation, this argument was resolved by default—just put the money in so we can
all go home. Instead of talking it out at the table, we started bringing small resentments home
with us.
The official reasons that I've heard for why my mother's family split in two are these: 1)
More than thirty years ago, Liz went off with my dad, Dave, and started her own life. 2) Ten
years ago, after my father suffered two strokes, Liz started going for walks with Dave instead of
Ellen and Peg. 3) Eight years ago, when Peg was engaged to be married, Ellen called my mother
and told her, "Peg is completely torn apart. She has no idea who to ask to be in her wedding."
My mom told her, "Oh, it's no big deal. Tell her I don't have to be in her wedding. I love her, but
I don't want to stress her out." Then Ellen called Peg and told her, "Liz doesn't want to be in your
wedding." 4) Because she was not in the wedding, Liz did not attend the rehearsal at the church.
Instead, she and Dave picked up her cousins from the airport, and the four of them had a beer on
the way to the rehearsal dinner, and drinking before any official wedding activity was officially
verboten3,4. These are the "facts" that I have, but they don't add up to a larger whole.
3

About a week before her wedding, Peg went to that small Italian restaurant with her mother and all of her
siblings. She asked everyone not to drink before the wedding and reception, because her husband was "the
most devout Catholic" she'd ever met, and it would destroy the sanctity of her wedding day.

4

The next day, between photographs and the ceremony, while the wedding party was in the chapel putting
ribbons on programs, my parents went out for another drink with the cousins. As did my uncles, but I didn't
hear about any of them being chewed out as worthless, disloyal alcoholics.
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When Liz was graduating high school, her parents gave her two options: she could attend
school in Kansas City (where Dave also would attend) and live at home. She could go out one
weekend night and one weekday night, home by eleven. Or, she could go to school in another
city and live in the dorms. Liz originally picked option one, but she needed to escape her parents'
strict rules. Was it an escape? How bad was it to live in that house at that time? I don't know—
these are the stories that my family doesn't want to tell me. These are the stories they don't want
written in books. But if you're trying to escape a word that hurts you—maybe stupid, maybe
"Crisco," maybe that ultimate epithet, trash—are the ones left behind "abandoned"?
About the walks, yes, my mother used to go for walks with her sisters. Back when their
days and lives were intertwined, when a morning wouldn't go by without some sort of check-in,
it made perfect sense for them to walk together. My dad usually went on a run by himself. But
then Ellen and Peg liked to walk later than my mom, heading out around six or seven at night,
when my mom was ready to be at home, making dinner or hanging out with her kids.
After my dad's strokes in 2002, he couldn't run. It was important for him to get exercise,
but because he was on blood thinners, he had to be careful. One bad fall could seriously
endanger him. So, instead of walking with her sisters, Liz started walking with her husband. Part
of it, of course, was the fear that she could lose him at any moment. The morning of his stroke,
he'd woken up early, kissed my mom, and gone downstairs to watch TV and make the coffee.
About half an hour later, she realized that she couldn't smell the coffee. She walked downstairs
and found him face-down on the carpet, where he'd been waiting for at least twenty minutes for
someone to find him, waiting for someone to call an ambulance and get him to the hospital. It
was harder for her to leave him after that.
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Oh, and the wedding drama. It's such a mess of drama and drinks and pointless,
aggressive behavior that I have a hard time bothering to parse it.
The last time I was in Kansas City, I asked my mom about the wedding. It was nothing
official—I scribbled some notes to help me remember the stories I've already heard. I just
wanted to hear her version.
Liz is the best storyteller I've ever met. She told me how Ellen came up to her at Peg's
rehearsal dinner and said, "I'm so mad I could spit. Don't ever talk to me again. You don't
deserve to be forgiven." Her voice still shook with the tremors of Ellen's anger. A part of me
doesn't want to believe Liz, because I would rather believe that she didn't have this uncanny
ability to channel the voices of everyone who's ever said something hateful to her. I wish she
didn't do such a convincing impression of her sister calling her an alcoholic or her mother calling
her a liar. I wish that I didn't believe her stories.

Christmas Eve, 2002, the year that my dad had his stroke. I slept through an amazing fight that
my brother had with Ellen. It had started with politics, I heard secondhand. My brother can argue
with the best of them—he rarely gets angry, he hews closely to logic, and he's not afraid of some
theatrical voice manipulation. He calls himself a "Reagan Republican," and somehow, he and
Ellen got into it on Christmas Eve. The fight's climax was Ellen shouting at Jim, "You just don't
care what happens to people! You're a Republican because you don't care. You act like you care
about your dad—you don't care. You haven't taken care of him. He almost died, and you don't
care about him at all!"
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A year later, Christmas Day, I was talking to Ellen and my cousin Meaghan in a dark
corner of my grandma's living room. I was emotional—crying—about the family falling apart or
my father's ill health or any other thing. Around the same time as my father's strokes, I had been
diagnosed with PolyCystic Ovarian Syndrome. There was a lot to cry about.
"I might not ever be able to have children." I said. I looked down at my thighs. Meaghan
touched my knee and put her arm around me.
"Well, maybe that's not the worst thing in the world," Ellen said.
"What?"
I've tried to whitewash this memory so many times from my mind that I don't honestly
remember what Ellen said next. But I know her response included the words "natural selection."
And I know that she also said, "I probably can't, either." I know that I was flatly, horribly
shocked. So this is it, I thought. This is my excuse not to love her anymore.

"I just don't understand her anymore," Liz says about Peg. "You know what I've heard her say at
least ten times? She says, 'You know, I'm going to be a rich fucking widow. Grant is going to eat
himself to death, and I'm going to be a rich fucking widow.'"
My mom shakes her head and crosses her hands in her lap. I can see in the way that she
shakes her head that she's thinking about my dad's twenty minutes lying face-down on a scratchy
rug. She's thinking about how she knew that he hadn't left the house because he hadn't kissed her
goodbye. She's thinking about the time she sat by his hospital bed with his hand in hers, the time
that they shared alone, before he could face the rest of the family. . . . She shakes her head.
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The other night, a friend told me the story of how she'd been kidnapped by her grandmother and
spent the first several years of her life on the lam.
The story blew my mind. What surprised me most, though, was that she could tell it at
all. In my family, a story like would be buried under six feet of earth. We would spit on its grave.
The most dangerous thing that Peg and Ellen ever did was to tell us stories that my mom didn't
want us to hear. Liz believes in a bright line between right and wrong, and she never wanted her
children to know if she had sex before marriage or smoked pot. If I ask her who she voted for,
she extols the secret ballot. Liz keeps mysteries. She tells me stories as if they're punch lines:
"Did I ever tell you that Grandma Root bawled when we told her that we were getting married?"
and "When my doctor tried to schedule my Caesarean, I told him I was busy that day—your dad
had a big handball tournament, and I had too much to do around the house."

Something else: Yes, this story is about Ellen, Peg, and Liz. But the sadness, the hurt, goes
everywhere—a wide splatter over generations of us. It's on my 84-year-old grandmother, who
hardly sees her two great-grandchildren, even though Liz cares for them several times a week.
Liz tries to take my brother's sons to Grandma's house on Tuesdays, battling with car seats and
traffic and wrangling two boys under two. The last time Liz showed up—after telling Grandma
several times that she'd be by with the boys at four—Grandma was gone, off shopping with Peg.
The splatter is on my mother's other sister, Anne, who's been in and out of M.D. Anderson for
cancer treatment over the last several years.
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Every time I see my family in Kansas City, the aunts and grandmas and uncles say, "I
didn't know you were going to be in town." Like they expect me to call them. I know I'm just
being stubborn, but I want to say, "You didn't know I was coming because you don't talk to my
mom. That's how you used to know what was going on in my life."
I don't know how to talk to these people—my people—anymore. It's been years since we
had a real conversation, since we looked one another in the eye. We make it easy to avoid each
other, easy to forget. I talk to my mom a few times a week, but I don't ask her about Grandma or
Ellen or Peg. I don't ask about Anne's cancer. I don't want to bring up her pain, and she doesn't
want to depress me. But by enabling this ignorance, what are we doing to each other? Do we
really want to set these things aside, to leave them for the deathbed?

This past Thanksgiving, I saw my best friend from junior high, Natalie, the raven-haired social
worker who's been in my life since I was eleven5. We were bemoaning our ailing bodies—the
low-grade shoulder or back pain that lives with us. "So this is getting older." She shifted in her
seat. "We're just never going to be comfortable ever again."
It's more than that. Getting older is about getting used to pain. Ellen and Peg used to write
me letters. We used to talk on the phone. We used to really love each other, and I've recently
come to the heartbreaking conclusion that we might not anymore. I used to think that there was
some sort of truth that would heal everyone—a version of the story that we could accept and
move on. But now I think there's no such thing as truth in my family—there's just things people
say when they've had too much to drink.
5

That’s seventeen years, minus a three-year estrangement. This, too, matters. There is hope yet.
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I am grateful that at least now, the estrangement mellowed to a dull ache. For years, it
was a real, throbbing pain. Gone is the emotional volatility, the constant frustration, the sheer
sadness I felt when I used to live in the same city with Peg and Ellen and Liz. I spent years
agonizing over how to put my family back together. Now I'm relieved, at least, for breathing
room, for blunted hurt.
A decade ago, when my dad was recovering from his stroke, my mom told me, "Oh, don't
start crying. If you start, you'll never stop." I held on as long as I could, weeks and weeks of
allowing only a tear or two to escape at once, of taking deep breaths to avoid rolling waves of
sobs. I finally let myself go after a fight with my sister in the darkened bedroom we shared in
Vail, Colorado, during our gloomy family vacation. I cried like little kids do, screaming into the
air and letting my vocal chords go brittle. I cried for hours, so hard that I scared my sister into
coming over to comfort me, a shaggy reconciliation.
I think of that night, and my mother's advice, a lot. I think about Liz's tight-lipped smiles
and glassy brown eyes. I think about how she avoids telling me when she's hurt, when she has to
go to the dermatologist for the pre-cancer on her face, when her back goes out. I want to comfort
her, and words can only do so much. That's why I have to pick her, even if she's not always right,
even if she's sometimes passive-aggressive and paranoid, even if I see both sides. Even if I'm
closing a door I don't want to close. The only tools I have—these words—aren't going to help.
They are going to hurt; they are going to hurt everyone.
When my dad was still in the ICU, Ellen and Peg took me out shoe-shopping. I got a pair
of red flat sandals that made me happy every time I looked down at them. We listened to CDs as
we cruised around town in Ellen's convertible, the top down in the July sun. Ellen and Peg
wouldn't have told me not to cry. Ellen would have said that holding on to tears is like carrying
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heavy bags, and every time you cry, the bags get a little lighter. Then she would have waited a
beat and cracked a joke.
I don't know which wolf I'm feeding.
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What I Don't Know

Two months after my twenty-seventh birthday, I decided to experiment with drugs. I was in my
second year of graduate school, my second year of a romantic relationship (ever), and my second
year at yet another boring, full-time administrative job. On a Saturday afternoon in April, I took
two hits of blotter acid and fried hard all day.
I wore my red swimsuit because it seemed, to a stoned person, like an outfit that would
be "ready for anything." It was already boiling hot in New Orleans, unseasonable for early
spring. I sat on a polyester camping chair in my driveway watching the tree-leaf lattice shimmer
and hum, the lines between each leaf and stem outlined in rainbow glitter. At my side was a bowl
of strawberries that had been delivered from the farmer's market that morning. I was so excited
for them, imagining their journey from the vine to my door, these refrigerator virgins. Everyone
says that acid does nothing for your appetite, which is true, except with regard to fruit. I could
have eaten fruit all day long. I sucked those strawberries until they were nothing but white flesh
that tasted of dirt. My sober boyfriend Alex had made me clam chowder6, though of course I
couldn't eat it; I felt like I was killing a sea village. But even as I believed I could murder fruit by
devouring it, I was bloodthirsty.
We went to sit out by the pool so Alex could guide me while I peaked. And that was
when I had what he called the "religious experience." I went on and on, in my addled babble,
about the connections in the world, the clichéd bits about life and energy. I saw interlocking
streams of light, pink and green, dappling the pool. Alex asked if I could see the forest: the same
woods Little Red Riding Hood traversed to see her grandmother and where Snow White fled her
murderous stepmother. I watched a dragon sprint across the water. I believed in the woodlands of
6

At my stupid request.
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our collective unconscious, our dreams, our stories. I believed in the interconnectedness between
our mundane world and a magical one. I made myself believe that humans really did only use ten
percent of our brain and that the rest of our potential was waiting to be unlocked by and for
magical purposes, even though Scientific American and other experts have repeatedly debunked
that comforting myth. As I rode the wave of my euphoric hallucination, I felt like everything was
right—Alex and I, the arc of the world and history, our insignificance, the variegated, fluttering
tree leaves. "I get it," I said. "It's all connected, and it's awesome." I sucked the juice from my
orange, left the wedge in my mouth, smiled the way I used to as a child, pith against my teeth. As
I spit it out and wiped my mouth, I said, "You know, the only thing about this that sucks even a
little is that it's all been done before."
That's the grandiose conclusion that I reached about life: We're all connected, and it's all
been done before. My religious experience on acid has been shared by hundreds or thousands of
burn-outs, tree-huggers, and bored corporate types. But instead of cheapening my feelings, the
insignificance of my own experience reassured me.
I remember once, the first time I "officially" (or perhaps just thoroughly) got my heart
broken, I spent an afternoon crying at the rain. From the second story of my French Quarter
apartment, I set a plastic chair just inside the French doors that opened to my balcony. It was an
epic New Orleans summer rain: hot and steamy, hard rain that makes itself well known by the
clatter on tin roofs and A/C window units. I sat and cried, disconsolate, staring at the gray sheet
of water sluicing from worn, holey gutters. The droplets ricocheted against my ankles and calves,
and I appreciated their sense of fury. Then I started to laugh. So this is it, I thought. This is what
it feels like to cry your heart out into the rain. I took comfort in the thought of another woman—
an ancient woman, someone farther up the ape line than me—under the same glut of useless
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tears. I know that my troubles are not novel, but the fact that they are knitted up with others' in
humanity gives me solace. I know that I'm nothing special, except that I'm connected to that
which makes everything special. This philosophy guides my thinking and helps me to wrest into
two piles what I know and what I don't know.

What do I need to admit about myself?
Our reactions and personalities seem mutable; often our own sense of progress depends
on how much we've seen ourselves change from child to adult. But the main facts of my
personality, my essence, appear fixed from my youth, and they particularly crystallized in my
memories of elementary school. The most striking thing about me—or at least, the most striking
thing that I see now in myself then—was that childish blend of intelligence and intransigence
that ends up as its own sort of foolishness.
It is conventional to start with physical description, which perturbs me. I have a kneejerk
dislike of my own body and the physical place it occupies in the world. What matters most to me
is that I am smart; that is the primary personality trait by which I assign myself value, despite the
fact that I know that clinging to my own sense of intelligence is desperate and unbecoming.
Nonetheless, it is important to say that I was a smart kid, smart enough that for about a week
after my IQ test in fourth grade, my family called me "Doogie."7 Beginning in kindergarten,
when I asked special permission to learn to read ahead of the other children, my intelligence—
and particularly my intelligence compared to others—defined my identity. I realized quickly that
7

As in Doogie Howser, M.D., the late 80s/early 90s television show about a 16-year-old doctor. The
impermanence of the nickname, of course, wounded me, because anyone who bases her self-worth on the
receipt of compliments is bound for disappointment. Alas, eight-year-olds cannot know everything.
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I was smart enough to skip studying and still ace exams, smart enough to breeze through
standardized tests, smart enough to eventually skip fifth grade. I was just smart enough to think I
knew better than everyone else, and not smart enough to have patience with others. I hated rules,
hated homework, and hated how I was supposed to just sit there while all the other kids in my
class struggled to read aloud or finish their math problems.
I was always a large child: in the 90-something-th percentile in height and weight at
every doctor's appointment I remember. All three of my mother's children were large at birth—
eight to ten pounds—and not one of us today stands at less than five-foot-eight. In third and
fourth grades, I outweighed most of the children in my class by thirty or forty pounds. They were
thin little strips of children, and compared to my own hulking body, they appeared to me like
facsimiles of Flat Stanley. From childhood, I saw my body as a traitor.
I fought a lot. Kids teased me, I say; that's the preamble to this story. I was roly-poly and
tall. They called me fat, and I believed it, but I also knew that I was strong enough to defend
myself. I didn't like how the boys would pick on the girls, including me, so I stood up to them,
frequently ending up in the principal's office. I was embarrassed whenever anyone saw me
waiting in those scratchy chairs outside her door. I scowled and pretended that I could not see the
other kids pointing through the window.
I was not fat, not in the unforgivable way I imagined. When I look at old photos of
myself from my seventh and eighth years, I am remarkably normal-kid-sized, except I was
younger than I looked. Things began to change in third grade, when my mother underwent
treatment for cervical cancer. Life got more complicated, I became more anxious, and I learned
that food was valuable comfort. The next year, standing over five feet tall in fourth grade, I
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sprouted B-cup breasts and got my period under an onslaught of hormones and emotions. After
that, fatness came.
Fat, brains, and humor were the things that I used to hold myself away from the world,
but fat was the most important. I used fat to keep the boys away, unconsciously at first. I always
looked older than my years, and I found men's attention disturbing. I remember the shy but
lascivious looks on their faces—salesmen at the door or waiters in restaurants, strangers at the
pool—when they tried to talk to me. I remember being nine years old and thinking, I shouldn't
have to put up with this. If my body was a cage, then every time I felt men's looks, the bars
contracted.
These are the basics of what I come from: fat, stubborn, smart, ashamed of my body, and
ready to fight. I also have a burning desire to be liked, and a sense that I don't always do very
well in that regard. Sometimes, I am incredible: I can make friends in an afternoon, I can make
everyone on the bus laugh, and I can start a group sing-a-long at a party (even though "I can't
sing"). I feel this alien thing inside me, this charisma, but it often feels like a superpower I can't
control. Sometimes I try to snake-charm and fail. My jokes elicit empty stares or uncomfortable
glances at the ground. I realize that what seemed funny in my interior monologue is just plain
rude spoken aloud. When I feel this failure to ingratiate myself to someone, there is a flicker of
darkness in my soul, like a confirmation that no one likes me and no one should, because I'm just
wrong inside. At some point in my past—I'm unclear when—I wholly bought into what Dorothy
Allison called "the valueless self," the idea that if people found out who I really was, I'd be
exposed as the detestable creature I knew myself to be.

#
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I know that I hate myself, or that I find it hard to love myself. I don't know why. I know that my
body is the battleground for this internal war. I struggle with what and how much to eat, when
and how much to exercise, how to wake up in the morning and tell myself, "I am pretty. I am
worthy. I am going to do something worthwhile today."
The girl inside me, smart and stubborn, wishes that being pretty wasn't so important to
me. It's not like my feminist forebears didn't give me alternate truths to live by, like the inside is
what counts (or, it's okay that I'm not pretty) and the personal is political (or, I'm not pretty
because I don't owe it to anyone). I keep searching, hoping to find a slogan somewhere that will
actually solve this dilemma. Sometimes I try to pretend that I believe what I espouse, that true
beauty is on the inside: I wear only under-eye concealer and mascara. I put on pants instead of a
more flattering dress. I throw my hair in a ponytail. But I can't ignore that when I look in the
mirror, if the first thought in my mind is "I look ugly," it's not going to be a good day.
And because I'm fat, I'm always ugly. We are the undesirables: as the personal ads say,
no fatties, please.
I've lost and gained a lot of weight in my time. Five years ago, when I was topping out at
330 pounds, I had weight loss surgery. I lost over a hundred pounds and I gained fifty back. Then
I lost twenty more and gained thirty back and lost forty more and gained ten back. The main
benefit to all of this calorie-counting and but-gusting venture is that I learned that the problem is
at least within my control. Even if I can't maintain "success" (where success equals either
shapeliness or health, still in dispute), I know now that I can find a diet (for lack of a better term)
that works for me: something that makes me feel good both physically and about myself. When I
can bear to face my own relationship with my body, it improves. But there is so much time that I
would rather be looking away.
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It is hard for me to understand where my limits should lie. My interest in feminism
naturally led me to the Fat Acceptance movement. The Fat Acceptance movement, largely an
Internet phenomenon, attempts to address the contradictory messages about fat and food in our
culture. One of the preeminent voices in the "Fat-o-sphere," Kate Harding, sponsored the BMI
Project, which shows the inherent ridiculousness of using Body Mass Index8 as a measurement:
muscle-bound athletes are labeled morbidly obese; average-sized persons are categorized as
obese or overweight; thin people are named underweight. When one flips through the slideshow,
seeing the great variety of human bodies is awe-striking, and the clumsiness of the BMI to
categorize these wonders into three or five simple categories proves itself.
Of course, the FA movement isn't only about the BMI. After all, most morbidly obese9
people are not actually muscle-bound athletes. A dominant philosophy (although such
distinctions are always controversial) is the idea that we should be "Healthy At Every Size," and
that a 200-pound woman who eats sensibly and exercises regularly may be more healthy than a
smoking, junk-food-inhaling, naturally thin, 100-pound counterpart.10
The FA movement helped me love myself fat and all—at least intermittently. No matter
how much I try to swaddle myself in love and affirmation, all it takes is a pimple or skin tag, an

8

BMI is calculated based on two numbers only: weight and height. The CDC websites further clarifies: "It is
important to remember, however, that BMI is not a direct measure of body fatness and that BMI is
calculated from an individual's weight which includes both muscle and fat. As a result, some individuals
may have a high BMI but not have a high percentage of body fat. For example, highly trained athletes may
have a high BMI because of increased muscularity rather than increased body fatness. Although some
people with a BMI in the overweight range (from 25.0 to 29.9) may not have excess body fatness, most
people with a BMI in the obese range (equal to or greater than 30) will have increased levels of body
fatness."

9

Defined as having a BMI of 40 or greater.

10

Of course, this very principle leads to a schism within the Fat Acceptance movement: If we say that you
can be "Healthy at Every Size," does that mean you deserve derision if you choose unhealthy habits? The
Healthy at Every Size philosophy, as well as its partner, Intuitive Eating, create the same matrix within the
FA movement that exists in our nation writ large: there are "good fats" who eat vegetables and go for walks
or swims, and "bad fats" who eat fried chicken and chips and wear stained tank tops.
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infected cyst between my thighs (my fat thighs, my stupid fat thighs that rub together)—literally,
a blemish—to ruin my sense of self-worth. I know how rare and fleeting that sense of selfacceptance is. But where is my common sense? How do I negotiate the line between self-love
(Just eat the damn cookie—don't beat yourself up!) and self-harm (Just eat the damn cookie—I'm
tired of feeling)? Do I pick a number on a scale and try to stick to it? Do I eat whatever I want—
even if that's pizza every day? How do I reconcile my internal desire to be stuffed with a
gargantuan spread of food and its facsimiles11 with the fact that it's then harder to hoist myself
out of a chair? If I rebel from the notion that my weight defines me, what about my pants—
should I react when I feel like a stuffed sausage bursting from its casing?

I know that I should make some greater connection between food and love,12 but I'm not sure
how it all fits together yet. I know that I have used food to avoid and substitute for sex, and that
part of the appeal of that venture was its independence. For as long as I've understood that not
everyone will like me, I have longed to control my vulnerability. I held myself apart, abstaining
from any physical, romantic contact with anyone who counted (that is, someone I was attracted
to or interested in, excluding gay men) until I was twenty-four years old.
My first was not Alex; it was another man, one I like to call my ex-nothing, but we can
call him Will. I am sure that Alex loves me, but I don't know if another man has ever loved me. I
spent months trying to decipher Will's faint smoke signals of affection: Look, he touched my
shoulder. See, he kissed me once.
11

e.g., Handi Snacks and Lunchables.

12

See the lines about stuffing and sausage casings. Freud would have a field day.
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I don't know whether to trust my own story. I know we kissed multiple times, but it feels
like Will only kissed me once, because I think that there are two men in there, in my ex-nothing.
There is the play-it-cool shadow-man, the one who code-switched between slang and pretentious
ten-dollar words, never using them conventionally but just daring me to correct him. He was the
one who knew exactly how much attention to give me so that I'd still let him come home with
me, but who always made sure I knew that my position was not secure. He was the one that I
would sometimes lose in conversation: literally, on my balcony at five a.m., with all the lights
out and after many, many drinks, his outline would fall into darkness; I would only know he was
there if he reached for me.
And he hardly ever reached for me.
The other man I recognize only by the whites of his eyes, by their particular fear and
vulnerability. I never before understood that expression, that eyes are the windows to the soul. I
think it was my own naïveté. As a child, I wanted nothing more than to be wise. But I understand
now that wisdom—some, at least—must come from wizening, from the feeling when potential
crumples in your hand like a paper ball. In the whites of his eyes, my ex-nothing told me he
loved me but that he didn't know how. No, that wasn't his eyes, that was his lips. He said it,
didn't he? He said it, more than once, that he loved me. I don't remember anymore—No, it's not
that I don't remember, it's that I don't trust the memories. I spent our brief entanglement13 trying
to convince myself that he must have feelings for me. Then one night, he told me he had secrets,
things he couldn't face in himself. "There are things that I don't know about myself," he told me,

13

How to describe such a thing? About half a dozen encounters, only half of them sexual, more than half
sleepovers, always at my apartment, always me lying awake or staring at the walls debating why I have a
person sleeping in my bed who doesn't want to sleep with me, who pushes my hand away, who tells me that
what we're doing is meaningless—that he's not looking for meaning here, not with anyone, not with a white
girl, not with any girl. (And then he drained his beer, peed in my toilet, left the seat up, and fell asleep in
my bed, in my bed!)
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trying to keep stoic, drumming his fingers on my metal patio table. "There are things I can't
know," he said, "unless I do something that I'm not going to do. Something I can't do."
He slept with me again that night, the last time.
At that point, I was utterly convinced that he loved me but that it was hopeless, that even
if I made inroads to his heart, we would be stuck in a sad situation. Do I trust what I remember of
our encounters? This confession, this crying on my shoulder and talking about dark secrets, was
he coming out to me?
I wrestled with that question for months, and then I put it away. Suffice it to say, I've
done the gay guy thing. I spent years in high school in love with a gay guy. I would say, "I knew
he was gay," but I try not to do that, to assign a sexuality to someone based on his social
behavior. The only thing that matters about whether I knew he was gay is this: I knew that he
was totally unavailable to me, and that my crush/fixation on him was an easy out—a way to feel
connected to the part of me that craved romance and desire while remaining in a clear "safe
zone." I'll argue that I knew the same thing when I fixated on my college best friend. I knew
again when I fell in love with a college friend who was straight but sometimes effeminate,
someone others believed was gay. It didn't matter, because he had a girlfriend and I was always a
mess of a human being around him, desperate and clingy and pessimistic and anxious and hoping
he would make it better, but just as a friend, because that's how I liked to play it.
I spent my college years pursuing gay men—not sexually, emotionally. I needed someone
to hang out with three nights a week, someone to drink and watch movies with, someone I could
plan my Halloween around. I needed people to cry to and play-actors for my intimacy practice.
And so I cultivated a cadre of gays. There was just the line I wouldn't cross, I said. I wouldn't
allow myself to truly fall in love, because falling in love involves the other person. Fantasy
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relationships were just that, and I had the sneaking suspicion that real romance wasn't an
altogether glamorous endeavor.14 I would not do a lot of things, and the most important was that
I would not have sex with a gay man, especially not my first time.
So, it should be easy to see how the ex-nothing threw me for a loop.
I guess I don't know "what really happened" with Will. I tried to figure it out at the time,
but I know I was wrong about a lot of it. I don't know how he really felt, and it seems unfair of
me to try to hash it out. My goal isn't to diagnose or pronounce him; it's to figure out what I
know. Should I have seen that coming?

About two years ago, I had a conversation that ended a friendship. It was summer, hot, sunny, a
weekend. I'd been hanging out by the pool all day, drinking sweet tea vodkas. A friend—let's call
her Ingrid—stopped by in the late afternoon. Alex stayed inside the house, and Ingrid and I sat
outside at the metal patio table.
Ingrid was a few years older than me, just over thirty. She'd been living in New Orleans
for a couple of years longer than me, too. When I met her, she had just made the transition from
"bisexual" to "lesbian." She'd had relationships with men in the past—she lived with one man for
several years—but she felt like she really belonged with a woman. There were so many things
that women just understood, she reasoned. She wouldn't have to get into feminist arguments; she
wouldn't have to worry about abusers.
It didn't exactly work out like that.
Ingrid had recently broken up with her second girlfriend. The first girlfriend had been
14

I live with my current boyfriend: suspicion confirmed.
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emotionally abusive and isolating. The second girlfriend was politically conservative—she and
Ingrid had nothing in common. Ingrid was perturbed and frustrated with her luck. How to find
love?
I had been dating Alex for almost a year, and like anyone happily in love, I had plenty of
ideas. "You know what? I never would've picked Alex. I never would have recognized him. I
didn't see it at first."
"What do you mean?" Ingrid asked.
"He wasn't what I was looking for. I kept looking for these men who were tall, or who
had perfect bodies, but that's not what matters. I picked him because I could talk to him about
anything. I knew him. It wasn't that I knew he wasn't racist because he was black—I know he's
not racist because he's not racist. He's feminist even though he's a man. He's loving and kind and
a giant nerd and everything I wanted. But I knew really well what I wanted: feminist, anti-racist,
willing to do housework, funny."
This is where it gets hazy. This is where Ingrid's nods—or even polite, restrained silence,
while she waited for me to get to the point—are about to transition to anger.
"You should know what you want so truly—" I said. "So completely that you'd recognize
it anywhere—in a woman, in a man, black, white, genderqueer, trans—it doesn't matter. You end
up loving who's right for you."
Ingrid stiffened. Her pale, freckled complexion flushed with color. She was never much
of a free talker—I always had to draw things out of her, to engage her repeatedly and thoroughly
before she'd spill what was on her mind. I remember once spending hours just chatting while she
straightened her apartment and folded her laundry. I did most of the talking. She hardly said
anything until she explained her particular method for folding fitted sheets—she stuck her hands
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in the corners and folded them back, then joined hand to hand and corner to corner for a perfect
square-folded sheet. As she demonstrated, I said, "I'll never do that." But it was that explanation
that got her talking, and then she went on about her feelings and relationships and wants. In
many ways, our friendship was an act that we performed for one another—an audience willing to
hear your grievances, to listen to these previously-unnamed problems and help to address them.
Under the fading late afternoon sun, I felt the liquor in my bloodstream. I could see that
Ingrid was angry. Worse, she wouldn't even say so. The solution: confess everything.
"I'm really sorry, Ingrid. I shouldn't have said that."
"I don't understand why everyone says that I should just date guys. Like, don't you
understand—?"
"That's not what I meant. I was just trying to talk, trying to talk about love? About
opening up and feeling—but . . . . You need to do what's right for you. I wasn't trying to doubt or
cast aspersions on your sexuality. I'm really sorry, Ingrid."
She looked at me, the same blank-brown-eyed stare.
"I'm sorry. Please forgive me. I shouldn't have said it. I'm just drunk. I'm sorry."
"It's okay," she said.
We spent about another half-hour chatting, and then I hugged her good-bye. I didn't tell
Alex what happened when I came inside. I was ashamed that I'd hurt her, that I'd made this giant
misstep over the proper boundaries. I liked to think of myself as an ally.
Ingrid never talked to me again. I called her a few times that summer, but she never
answered or called back. It was the third time we'd had such a falling-out—the third time she'd
suddenly stopped communicating with me altogether. I decided it wasn't worth the effort to try to
rebuild things, especially if they were always so quick to fall apart again.

53

I told Alex, several months later, about the conversation. He backed me up. "You
apologized," he said. "What more can she want? You didn't mean to hurt her."
Years later, I found out through a mutual friend that Ingrid is in a romantic relationship
with one of her ex-boyfriends.
Of course, what did I know? I didn't consider at the time how it was that I "knew" so
precisely what I was looking for. I knew more what I didn't want: Someone casually racist or
sexist. A "big-time sports fan." A cold fish. A projector or emotional manipulator. Someone with
abandonment issues. I didn't want anything or anyone that I knew had hurt me before. Is that
wisdom? Is love an inspiration, or is it just a culled collection of traits that I hope won't make me
too crazy?

What do I know, what don't I know? I know that I have loved two men. I know that one of them
loves me. I know that my family loves me, but I often don't feel like I'm enough in their eyes. I
know that I get insecure easily—that I'm always afraid something will be taken from me. I'm a
nervous driver. I do well in job interviews. I wish I could sing on the streetcar in the mornings. I
use marijuana to self-medicate my anxiety. I have a difficult time trusting boys and men. I know
that I want to be better. I believe that I know the most important things—how to listen, how to
advise, how to love, how to get through the day. I don't know how I lose myself. I don't know
how to get through the walk from my house to the streetcar—two and a half blocks—without
thinking that I'm ugly, my hair looks stupid, this skirt is too short, this shirt is wrinkled, my
whole outfit is covered with cat hair, I shouldn't be out in public, I owe the world a prettier
version of me, I shouldn't be seen like this. I don't know what to do about it.
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I know that I love Alex so much that the love itself sometimes seems invisible,
imperceptible. I think about him all day, but it's different from when I spent all day mooning
over Will or one of my gay crushes or anyone else. I'm supposed to be thinking about him; he's
grilling the chicken on the back patio. He's folding the laundry. He's playing with the cat or
reading comics or watching a horror movie in our home. He flutters through my thoughts every
few minutes, sometimes romantically, and sometimes routinely—like mentally revising the
grocery list. But when I think of him, it's always with calm and peace. There's none of the
anxiety and heartache from when inappropriate partners would squat in my brain: Alex is
supposed to be there.
And I wonder, is it enough? Do I love him enough to stay with him forever? Sometimes I
regret not spending all of my teens and twenties sucking face with strangers. I wonder, what if
the entirety of our sex life—not just the specific highs or lows, but the whole horizon of it—is
not 100% porn-worthy satisfying? Is it silly that I even consider such a thing? I believe that as a
system, monogamy can work, but I also know that not every itch can be scratched—that we
monogamists are missing something, even if we gain something15 in return. I know that I love
Alex, but sometimes, I don't know if that's enough. That makes me think, I don't know what love
is. Am I defined by whom I love?
In simple moments—when Alex remarks on my "I'm reading" look or catalogues the
stages of my drunkenness (Miz Precise comes before Cookie Monster)—I know exactly who I
am. I know it the way my mother always used to convince me: she tells me a story that confirms
every sense of me. Like, how, as a toddler, I used to put myself to sleep while the rest of the
family stayed up to watch a movie. How I refused to color or nap in kindergarten. How during

15

Something else, something greater?
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my junior year of high school, I placed a 1.5 x 2-inch Post-It on my kitchen cupboard that said "I
am going to NYU," and never considered another option. I hear these stories and I remember,
"Yes, that's me. Precocious and introverted, stubborn as hell and still given to a certain grace."
But I lose myself all the time, and I don't know how it happens. That doesn't seem to
make sense to me—how do I forget so completely what I'm supposed to do to make myself
happy? Worse, so many of my depressive streaks begin with an indulgence: just the pizza and ice
cream tonight, just another sandwich, just some crackers while I watch TV. I don't know why I
can't stop.
I don't know how all of this fits together—family, childhood, food, love, and self-hatred.
I don't know if there is a greater schema to be understood, if I can somehow think myself out of
this mess. That's always been the temptation, as a smart kid. I should be able to figure out
anything about myself; I should be able to fix it. I don't know whether that's true. I don't even
know whether I should trust the individual memories, the building blocks of this story I want to
tell. But I trust that it's all connected.
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Word Salad

I am a compulsive eater.
Here's how it works. One day, I eat something, and it is really, really good. Let's say it
was a melted cheese and chicken sandwich with cream cheese and mayo on onion focaccia. Or it
was French Onion soup in a sourdough bread bowl. A falafel sandwich and an order of fries. The
meal creates a new food memory. The food becomes a facsimile of an experience: the experience
of being sated and comforted and surprised by new tastes. It is an unmatchable feeling, a high to
fruitlessly chase in perpetuity. And I do chase it. I have a meal, and sometime later, that meal
becomes the meal, the meal that will get me through this hard time in my life.
For the past six months, I've eaten sushi for lunch at least four times a week. I get a
Chef's Special plate and one other roll—twenty dollars, more than two meals' worth of food. I eat
every piece, even if I'm not hungry. I eat every piece, even if every five minutes, I'm powerwalking to a vomit-friendly bathroom stall. I eat every piece, even if my stomach starts to hurt.
Sushi isn't the worst of it, of course. Before the sushi, there was a cheesy, fatty sandwich
(a BLT with pimento cheese) and a full bowl of soup, with crackers, chips, and a cookie. Before
the sandwich, there was a big taco salad with a fried tortilla shell, chips and guacamole, sour
cream and pico de gallo. I can go back and back and back. It's always the same: A meal becomes
the meal, then I make the decision to change, to just take it one meal at a time, but eventually, I'll
have another one of those meals.

#
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When I was younger, my parents monitored my portions at the dinner table. I remember how my
cheeks would burn as I sheepishly returned a third piece of bread. Shame was only a part of how
I felt. The worst part of being policed was how angry it made me, how vengeful. When my father
mentioned that I might lay off the cookies, I'd stuff more in my mouth. When my mother
pointedly asked if I wanted to join her on a walk, I'd wait until she was gone and raid the kitchen
for crackers. If Mom came home early, I would bury the crackers with my napkin, hoping that
she'd only take a cursory look at me and that she wouldn't stop to talk. One night, when I had a
friend sleep over, we stayed up and ate all the oranges in the house. I remember my mother
trying to talk to me about it—Sure, yeah, they're just oranges. But why would you eat a dozen of
them?
Was I born like this, or am I just another victim of America's eating disorder? While my
food compulsion—eating beyond sustenance, comfort, or even pleasure—stretches further than
most people's, the American diet lays the groundwork for this self-punishing relationship with
food. In The End of Overeating: Taking Control of the Insatiable American Appetite, David
Kessler examines why we overeat, which physical and mental processes cue a binge, and what
makes certain foods ‘un-ignorable.' His theory—that sugar, fat, and salt make us eat more sugar,
fat, and salt—is based on the human body's internal reward system. Essentially, because food is
key to survival both individually and as a species, eating is a "reward," a pleasurable activity. But
certain "hyper-palatable" foods give us greater pleasure and entice us to eat more. As Kessler
explains:
[W]hen scientists say a food is palatable, they are referring
primarily to its capacity to stimulate the appetite and prompt us to
eat more. Palatability does involve taste, of course, but, crucially, it
also involves the motivation to pursue that taste. It is the reason we
want more.
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And of course, the most palatable foods combine our three favorite ingredients: sugar, fat, and
salt. American grocery stores, with our wide aisles lined with boxes and canisters, feature
packages bragging about "100% of your Vitamin A!" and "More Fiber than the Leading Brand"
and "Zero Trans Fats." Still, most food in packages, food that doesn't come from straight from
the earth, is laden with some combination of sugar, salt, and fat.
But I'm not a fan of blaming other people for my problems. The question isn't: Why do
Americans overeat? The question is: Why do I eat to the point of discomfort, even pain? Why do
I punish myself that way? More importantly, can I stop? What is willpower in the face of
compulsion?

While I overate throughout childhood, I can trace the upticks in my weight to traumatic times in
my life. My weight gain began at eight years old, during my mother's cancer16 and the
simultaneous onset of puberty. I don't have a lot of memories from that age, but I can remember
the specific meals that gave me comfort later in life.
In high school, my friend Justin died, and I added a bagel with cream cheese and a large
bowl of frozen yogurt to every cafeteria lunch. During sophomore year of college, I had a
falling-out with my high school friends and found solace in General Tso's Chicken, egg rolls, and
wonton soup. After graduating from NYU, I spent a friendless year in Kansas City, spooning
French Onion soup from a bread bowl, usually with a fatty chicken sandwich on the side.
All along, my standby special has been pizza, Nacho Cheese Doritos, and ice cream.

16

Surgery and radiation; full recovery.
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In addition to interviewing experts and laymen in The End of Overeating, Kessler reviews
a number of studies. In one study, a group of men was first put on a restricted diet on which they
were fed the exact amount to keep them at their body weight, about 3,000 calories a day. Then,
the men were allowed unrestricted access to vending machines containing "meats, cheese, and
bread; tortillas and pinto beans; cereal, pastry, and desserts; french fries, popcorn, and chips;
fruit, vegetables, nuts, and beverages. The men were asked to follow their typical eating patterns
as closely as possible." When given access to the vending machines, most of the participants
began eating an extra 1,500 calories per day. According to Kessler, one person doubled his
intake to "almost 7,000 calories, the equivalent of about seventeen quarter-pound hamburgers."
When I read that, my only thought was, "I've done that. Easy."17

I tend to bake a lot on the weekends. I like to say I have problems sitting still, and that's part of it.
But the reason I can't sit still is because food whispers to me. We're right here, it says. You can
have cookies made in 20 minutes. Don't you want cookies? You can give most of them away. You
can just have one. Besides, you already have everything ready. Plenty of flour, eggs. Make some
cookies.
Even when I manage my eating, I still have a voice in my head screaming for junk food.
She cries out for Doritos, pizza, and chocolate. She imagines the buttery crispness of a cracker
melting on her tongue. She fantasizes about the creamy, seductive caramel swirl in Cinnamon
17

One Totino's party pizza contains 760 calories and 42 grams of fat. A pint of Ben & Jerry's Peanut Butter
Cup ice cream contains 1,440 calories and 104 grams of fat. On a "typical" weekend day, whether typical is
hung over, lonely, depressed, or just bored, I'd eat four party pizzas and two pints of ice cream. In addition
to being 5,920 calories, that's 376 grams of fat, or the equivalent of over a pound of butter. And I haven't
even counted the Doritos or ranch dressing.
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Buns ice cream. She wants to keep a frozen pizza in the freezer, but she eats it as soon as she
gets home. She wants to eat twenty-four hours a day, and even while she is eating, she thinks
about the other food she wishes she could eat. Even if she's so full that her stomach hurts.

What is willpower? Is it knowing when to quit?
Because I've "quit" before. I quit when I went on Weight Watchers, as a preteen, and
when I joined again a few years later. I "quit" when I tried Diet Center and a nutritionist, or
another nutritionist and a counselor. I "quit" when I looked at Casey, my suitemate at NYU and a
recovering bulimic. I decided that if she could do it, I could do it, and I started buying more
vegetables, spending an hour chopping and prepping when I got home from the grocery store. It
didn't last, though, maybe because I knew Casey was still bingeing and purging most nights
while the rest of us slept. I "quit" when I graduated from college and pursued weight loss
surgery. I "quit" when I got a Lap-Band implanted in May 2006. And each time I quit, trying not
to grieve that I'd never be able to eat a crappy frozen pizza again, I had a "happily ever after"
playing out in my mind. But there is no ever after. Every morning I wake up, and I need to find a
way to feed myself.

Five years ago, when food and my calico cat were the only comforts of my dank French Quarter
apartment, I'd spread my junk-food shopping over three separate stores. In each, I'd feign that the
large bag of chips or pint of ice cream was just a temporary indulgence. I would take pains to
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make eye contact with the clerks, to pretend that we were just like each other. I wanted their
mental image of me to stay in the deli, sunlight cutting through barred windows, a smile on my
face. I couldn't bear to think of them imagining me once I got back home, behind locked shutter
doors, mounds of food packaging on the floor, lit only by the soft blue of the TV.
Five years ago, I wrote this:
I wake up, the hangover reverberating through my entire body. I
don't want to move, but my desire for food will always win. I walk
to the corner deli to buy a pint of Ben & Jerry's, a two-liter Diet
Coke, and a frozen pizza. I drop off the food at my apartment and
head out to Matassa's to pick up another pizza and a bag of
Doritos.
Later, I'm flush, done with the first feeding. I can feel the food
swelling in my chest, unwilling to travel the distance down to my
stomach. I lean back as far as I can on the couch, and gently
massage my sternum. I know this exercise is useless, but I am not
bulimic. I vomit because I have overstuffed myself. In 2006, I had
weight loss surgery. Now, a Lap-Band, a piece of hard silicone
around my stomach, tries to stop me from eating myself to death.
I'll sit with the pain for an hour, just wanting it to be done. But it
doesn't stop. Something tips the balance – I cough, or sneeze, or try
a sip of water, and the rush of food back up my esophagus is
inevitable. I usually make it up the stairs to the toilet. Sometimes I
have to settle for the kitchen sink. . . . When I'm finished, I start
eating again.
Now, I try to figure out what I would even call this eating disorder.18 I never vomited as a
means of controlling my weight. Throwing up didn't start, for me, until I got my Lap-Band. The
fluctuations in the band's tightness mean that some days I can eat anything I want. Other days, I
throw up anything I try to put in my mouth—including water.

18

The official name is "EDNOS," or Eating Disorder Not Otherwise Specified, according to the American
Psychiatric Association. The current version of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders,
DSM-IV-TR, recognizes three eating disorders: Anorexia Nervosa, Bulimia Nervosa, and EDNOS. Any
disordered eating which does not fit the strict guidelines for anorexia or bulimia is EDNOS. For example, if
a girl is anorexic, but still has her menses, then she has EDNOS. A fourth disorder, Binge Eating Disorder,
is described in the Appendix of the current DSM as an area for further study.
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I guess I could try to fix it. I'd have to see a surgeon, of course, and pay out of pocket
several hundred dollars for a series of check-ups. I'd have to get back in the habit of eating no
more than one-quarter to one-half cup of food at each meal. I'd have to remember to chew. I'd
have to face the fear that there's something wrong with me. These are the choices that I've made.
I got a Lap-Band. I lost over one hundred pounds. I gained fifty back. I throw up a lot. Is it worth
it?
More importantly, does it matter? Is the problem that I throw up, or is the problem that I
overeat?

In Perfect Girls, Starving Daughters: The Frightening New Normalcy of Hating Your Body,
Courtney E. Martin theorizes that at the heart of disordered eating is a desire to project
"effortless perfection," and that inside each perfect girl is a starving daughter. The starving
daughter, full of self-doubt, is what holds the "perfect girl" back. The tension between these two
opposing poles within each girl is fought on the battleground of her body:
It takes four long years to see "summa cum laude" etched across
our college diplomas, but stepping on a scale can instantly tell us
whether we have succeeded or failed.
The cruel irony is that although we become totally obsessed with
the daily measures of how "good" or "bad" we are (refused dessert
= good; didn't have time to go to the gym = bad), there is no finish
line... We keep chasing after perfection as if it is an achievable
goal, when really it is the most grand and painful of all mirages.
Why and how am I a perfect girl? Can I blame, again, American culture, our portrayals of
women as mothers or bitches or witless, prattling girls? Can I say that it was because of the
fashion magazines, heroin chic, Kate Moss? Or do I have to look somewhere closer, darker?
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Could it have been my mother's influence? She's tall, blonde, and beautiful. She's sharptongued and quick-witted, and my father, who has been known to say things like "Don't be such
a girl," bows to her as the smartest woman in the world. Mom sings while she does housework,
and she fervently believes that there is a right way and a wrong way to do things. Her tips, from
how to roast garlic to whether that skirt needs a slip, are well-reasoned and encouraging. But I
often feel like her rules just don't apply to me. Sure, Mom, maybe it's that way when you're
gorgeous, when you meet the love of your life at fifteen, when you grow up harder than I did,
when you have the grit required to tough it out and make a better life. But if my mother
projected effortless perfection—even as I knew that, like all "charmed lives," it hid a history of
pain and sacrifice—I also believed that I'd be in her shadow, inferior, forever.
And there's my starving daughter, swallowed by her mother's shadow, cowering and
despondent. She calls herself a lost cause. Perhaps, immaturely and nonsensically, she thinks that
she will escape Mom's shadow by the sheer breadth of her hips. If nothing else, the food will
give her the perfect weapon: a way to both reward and punish herself at the same time.
Like all perfect girls, I hate my starving daughter. I wish she were stronger, like me. I
want her to stop moaning about pizza. I want her to do better. But my starving daughter doesn't
need my recrimination. She needs my compassion. She needs me to try to help her fill the hole
inside her that won't go away. And despite what she says, she'd rather I didn't use Doritos.

When am I "good"? I'm good when I take my time. I eat slowly and deliberately, feeling the food
turn to mush on my tongue. It's easier when I start with things that are naturally mushy ─
oatmeal, couscous, soft vegetables in soup. I'm good when I eat mostly "real food," fruits and
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vegetables and a bit of meat and grains. I'm good when I decide to push the plate away because
I've had enough. I'm good when I don't eat more than four ice cream bars in a night. I'm good
when I drink four light beers for dinner and don't finish it up with a quesadilla or some pizza. I'm
good if I had a plan. I'm good if I did everything I could to avoid throwing up.
I'm bad when I'm having a bad day. I'm bad when I throw up coffee or water. I'm bad
when I decide to go ahead and have the bagel, the scone, the donut, or the cake. I'm bad when I
try to eat lunch, and I throw up lunch . . . then coffee from earlier . . . then water from earlier . . .
and, then, the bagel or scone or donut or cake. Food sits in my "mini-stomach," the small pouch
before the band. It can stay there a while, a lot longer than you'd think. When undigested food
hasn't yet passed the band, I don't throw up stomach acid. I taste my food all over again as it
slides into the toilet.
I'm the worst when I wake up and throw up the last bite of food I ate before bed.
On bad days, I'm bad. I buy pizza rolls, taquitos, chips, or nachos. It doesn't matter
anymore. I know that General Tso's chicken, roast beef po'boys, and frozen pizza make me throw
up. I eat them anyway. If I'm going to vomit—clear liquids and all—why not at least eat
something punishing?
I hate myself when I throw up. I get annoyed when my boyfriend asks, "Are you okay?"
It depends. If it happens every day, does that make it okay? Is it okay if it's not my fault? Is it
okay if it doesn't burn? When I come back out of the bathroom, he touches my arm. I pull it
away.

#
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A year ago, I tripped on acid, and something amazing happened. I didn't care about food. I
enjoyed fruit and popsicles, and I tried to make myself eat a bit of soup so I wouldn't fry all day
on an empty stomach. But my starving daughter, for once, didn't bother me.
This mental vacation felt nothing short of miraculous, but then again, the acid's high was
largely euphoric. I walked around my neighborhood in a red swimsuit and flip-flops,
commenting to my boyfriend on the time-lapse quality of the night sky and the particularly
monstrous quality of the motorcycle parked next to the tree roots. Food's yoke on my brain was,
for once, broken.
Until I started to come down. After almost ten hours tripping, my stomach soured. I
ended up throwing up—the one thing I didn't want to do, I didn't want to throw up—and then
going to bed, laying a pillow over my eyes, trying to block out the never-ending stimulating
signals. This is how it felt:
I try to go to sleep, and lights buzz in my brain. Outlined, flashing
images of food parade against the backdrop of my closed eyes in
full technicolor. Plastic baskets lined with checkered tissue paper.
Fried oysters, French fries, hot dogs with mustard, crinkle-cut,
bread, cheese, poppers, nachos, burritos, fish and chips. I push the
images away, say go, go, go. Go, go, go, reward, reward, reward,
ringing bells like slot machines, ding, ding, ding, lines of packaged
foods dancing in animation, like the concession stand song—Let's
all go to the lobby and get ourselves a treat! Fake names plaster
baseball-stadium-style boxes of popcorn, vertical blue and white
lines, blast-os, burb-os, junk-os, go, go, go, reward, reward,
reward, ding, ding, ding, make it stop. I open my eyes. Lights glow
outside the window, and between the bars of the mini-blinds, I see
a hot dog conveyor belt: pink is the meat, red the ketchup, mustard
yellow, and the white fades into buns, their soft flesh waiting to be
taken. Make it go away. Think about something else. Go go go
reward reward reward ding ding ding hot dogs and pumpkin pie
and cookies and sweets, put it in your mouth, You don't want it. A
piece of flan, quivering, tan, starts on a saucer-size plate and eats
the whole room, sticky and slow. You're not hungry. Soothe
yourself. Blastos, burbos, buttos, burgers, pizza, ice cream,
Doritos, Mexican chili, ho-hos and ding dongs and Twinkies, three
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times a day, three times a lady. Subway sandwiches and bacon and
cheese, cream cheese, goat cheese, goat milk, mother's milk. Why
did I ever stop sucking my thumb?

Is there a conclusion? Is such a thing possible?
I'm in a position of questionable authority. I'm not a doctor, or a counselor, or a
psychiatrist or nutritionist. I'm not going to give anyone diet advice, because, clearly, diets don't
solve this problem. I've been an overeater for the past twenty years. Even as I wish for happily
ever after, I know there is no end in sight. I will have bad days. I will binge. I will eat party
pizzas and Ben & Jerry's. I'll go to bed with a stomachache. I'll regret it the next day. I will try to
hold on longer next time.
This is my only solution: Learn to talk about it. When people ask me if I'm happy that I
had weight loss surgery, I often don't know what to tell them. I'm happy to answer specific
questions about my experience, at least sometimes, but if I was weight loss surgery's great
experiment, then I failed. It has been five years, and I'm only fifty pounds lighter than I was on
the morning of my surgery.
I try to tell people that I might not have gotten the magic weight loss solution, but I got
something better. I learned how to talk about my feelings. I learned how to identify what foods
and feelings triggered me. I can name my problems and describe them with specificity. This is
truly a gift, and it's why I write. I've been an overeater for twenty years, and I've spent most of
that time trying to figure out how to explain it to people. The messages my brain sends me about
food are a confusing, clogged, chaotic mess. Often, the information presents like what
psychiatrists call word salad, a nonsensical jumble.
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Every letter is a love letter.
-Chris Kraus

The Purpose of the Moon

In the year 2008, I conducted my own personal consciousness-raising party. I like to think of it
as my radicalization, which is a tad ridiculous, considering I'd graduated from NYU in 2005
stripped of my faith in the fourth estate, election integrity, and, well, in myself. At twenty-four, I
spent most of the hours at my corporate day job trying to learn everything on the Internet,
analyzing and commenting on feminist and anti-racist blogs, and updating my books-to-read list.
My movement toward militancy picked up steam in Christmas 2007, when my adorable
cousin Meaghan, a senior in college with a pixie haircut and a nose ring, gave me Inga Muscio's
Autobiography of a Blue-Eyed Devil, the adhesive sticker from Half-Price Books still on the
cover. "She wrote Cunt, too," Meaghan said. "Have you read it?"
By Easter, I had not only read it, I'd foisted a copy on my mother, who is a woman who
groans if you say "pee" instead of "tinkle." Cunt is divided into three parts: the Word, the
Anatomical Jewel, and Reconciliation. Muscio's book, subtitled A Declaration of Independence,
attempts to help individual women and the culture to make peace with their cunts and the words,
fears, and violence those cunts inspire.
I was awed not only by Muscio's reasoning and logic, but by her confidence in her voice.
I never would have imagined that writing like hers would be published. Even her titles made me
blush. She was so bold, sometimes snarky, sometimes cheesy. She broke rules and misspelled
words. And yet, she knew we readers would still listen to her voice:
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All this mental activity started with me and the moon.
The moon has consistently proven herself to be every woman's ally
since the beginning of time. The moon renders fearful illusions of
social conditioning petty riffraff that gets in the way of a cuntlovin'
lady's life. The moon fucken rules.
Once you decide your body is your fine-tuned hot rod to tool you
around this earth as you desire, buy a lunar calendar (I highly
recommend the one published by Luna Press). Put it where you'll
see it every morning. Slap it up by the coffee maker, the bathroom
mirror or above your bed. Wherever. Look at it every day. Notice
where the moon is on the calendar. As often as possible, notice the
moon in the sky. That's all you have to do, nothing fancy, just
notice the moon. The clincher here is consistency. Watch the moon
grow and recede every month. Be able to eventually wake up in the
morning and know where the moon will be that evening without
looking.
This is aligning yourself with the moon. Since, like I say, the moon
has been teaching us ladies about our insides since we developed
the eyeballs able to see that high, there's no wrong way to do this.
The moon will teach you just as it taught your ancestors.
I took Muscio's advice and decided to stop negotiating with my body based on external
terms. Muscio swore that her period became much less of a pain when she went off hormonal
birth control, tampons, and Midol. Of course, every body's different—and that's sort of the point.
I figured I'd try to learn about my body from my body. It was the closest I got to "hippy dippy." I
went off the pill, shunned tampons for a DivaCup, and tracked my period on a lunar calendar. I
heard Muscio urging me to look up in the sky at night. Pay attention. You'll find something you
don't even know you're looking for.

Dear Cate,
I am writing from four years in the future to warn you. You are about to fall in love with
69

a man who is incapable of loving you. You will recognize early on that this relationship is
doomed, but that won't stop you from trying. I'm not too worried, though, because I know you'll
write your way through it. Still, a few things are important for you to comprehend:
(1) He can't love you, even though he will probably try to. But—you must believe that he
loves you. If you don't, you will believe yourself truly unlovable.
(2) I understand where you're coming from, even though no one else will. That's partially
because you tend to bury the lead—that you were 24 and Will was your first, and that you chose
him because you thought he'd be your only. When you tell this story, you'll almost break yourself
trying to analyze and interpret any clue, all subtext, to justify this false belief.
(3) I love you, and Will doesn't, but sometimes, we're both equally bad at showing it.
Love, Cate

Will and I squeezed through the green shutter doors into my apartment. Standing in the cramped
kitchen, I said, "I have Miller Lite, Maker's Mark, and Three Olives grape vodka. No mixers,
except maybe a bottle of flat soda water."
"Isn't that just water?"
I had a beer. He had vodka on the rocks with a beer chaser. We went up to the balcony,
and he sat in the plastic chair closest to me.
We talked about the 2008 Democratic primaries, the racist appropriation of Chappelle's
Show sketches by frat-bros, modern-day slavery, and conscious hip hop. As we talked, and
drank, and smoked, the air between us grew heavy. At one point, we both were gesturing, and
our fingers touched, and he grabbed mine for a second before I pulled away. The realness of my
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desire seemed to cancel out the realness of the touch. Even this smallest intimacy—fingertips
joined midair with the one you want—was its own loss of virginity.
I couldn't believe that he came over, that he was still there, that he was so close to me. I
remembered the first time I saw him, two weeks prior, reading poetry at the dive bar four blocks
from my house. I felt an immediate want for him. It was something more than attraction—it was
desire. More, I nakedly wanted him before he gave me a second glance. Since the eighth grade—
the last time I ventured to outwardly state my attraction to someone, only to be rejected and
mocked for denying my ultimate romantic and sexual repulsiveness (a decree, it seems, for
young fat girls)—I only convinced myself to want a boy after he had been (pointedly, it always
seemed) nice to me, extra smiley, or if I'd noticed him eyeing my chest. That is, I had only truly
allowed myself to feel desire when I felt desired.
Will was tall and dark and his skin glowed. He had a way of striking casual poses, and I
admired his form with the same wonder that I usually reserved for inspecting beautiful trees. He
had an ease in his posture, and his burnished skin was smooth and soft with hard muscle
underneath. I wanted to climb him like a birch tree. His clothes—jeans, a T-shirt—hung on him
perfectly. I imagined digging my hands in his pockets, running my fingers along his shoulder
blades, how the skin at the back of his neck would taste.
At 2:00 a.m., I told him that it was time to go home. He closed the balcony doors while I
went to the bathroom. When I came out, he was sitting on my bed, admiring the individual spines
on the tower of books that grew from the floor.
"It's getting late. Can I crash here tonight?" he asked.
"Yes."
He laid his head on the pillow. We took turns reading passages to each other. We moved

71

in stop-motion time—I remember poses, freeze-frames of our bodies: first, lying with our knees
crossed, creating an axis, our legs running perpendicular to one another. Page by page, we
rotated until we were side by side. We lay on our stomachs, across the bed, looking at books over
the edge. The entire left border of my body touched the right border of his. Even as I marveled at
this new intimacy, I wasn't satisfied by it. I wanted something else to happen. I wanted him to
kiss me.
There was one more time lapse, and then we were lying on the bed like proper people,
side by side, heads on pillows. He was on his side, looking at me. I couldn't look right at him—
he was too beautiful, and too real.
We were talking about living in the world and how lonely it is. How lonely it is when
everyone else is talking about reality TV and you want to talk about the world we really live in.
About reconciling the fact that we live in a racist, sexist, homophobic environment, but it's not
the world. What makes the world good? Wind. Sunshine. Flowers. The ocean.
"Human bonding." His fingers traced shapes on my stomach and chest.
I looked him in the eye. "I can't have sex with you tonight. I really want to, but I don't
think it's a good idea."
"Why?"
"I like you. I don't want things to have pressure or tension. You're about to go out of town
for a week."
He said okay, but when I turned off the light, he climbed on top of me. He kissed my
breasts, but not my lips. His hands pulled at me. He kept telling me how soft I was. I don't know
how long it took before I decided to relent. It was like I knew deep down that I didn't deserve the
experience I wanted. I took off my shirt and bra. He stripped down naked.
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He had round, broad shoulders, and long, graceful arms. I palmed his nipple and felt the
light, coarse hair under my fingertips.
Then he was all over me again—except the lips. He wouldn't kiss me. He muttered
something about not wanting to get me sick, but I figured it was a lie. Still, I would take what I
could get. I took off my pants and retrieved a condom from my dresser. When I came back, he
was soft.
"It's not a big deal," he said. He tried to keep going, but I felt like I wasn't even there.
Individual moments when he hadn't met my expectations joined together to hold hands around
the lost hard-on. I thought about how I had to initiate conversation. I thought about how a week
ago, he walked right past me when I saw him at a bar. I thought about how I kept touching his
leg when we were sitting on the balcony, and he never touched mine. I thought about how I had
bought him drinks, and he'd never bought me one. I thought about the fact that he had two drinks
the second he walked in my door. I thought about the fact that he wouldn't kiss me. I thought
about the fact that he wanted to turn off the light. I didn't even know why he was in bed with me.
After a while, he hugged me and said that it was time for sleep. He turned his back to me.
I couldn't let it end like that. I couldn't live out another day as a twenty-four-year-old
virgin, not after I'd seduced this man back to my apartment, balcony, and bed. I couldn't keep
waiting for my life to start, for the validation that I was not a romantic freak. I gathered courage.
I was afraid that if I reached for him, he would pull away. But I did it anyway—I touched the top
of his head, letting his hair fall around my fingers.
He turned around. He hadn't been asleep. I ran my hand lightly on his chest, his arm, his
side. I felt him grow hard, throbbing against my thigh. I let my hand come down and feel him,
but only for a second. I parted my legs and his hand moved down, but only for a second. We
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were tentative, and in that moment, it felt sweet. He pulled me on top of him. I told myself not to
worry about the fact that he wasn't wearing a condom. One more time, I let myself fall by the
wayside.
When we finished, he held me. He had one hand wrapped around me, resting on my ass,
and his face was in my chest. My right arm was behind his head, and I rubbed his neck. I wanted
to put my left arm around him, but the only place it could go was next to his face. I was afraid it
would be too hot for him. There was no way I could deal with him moving my hand away.

Dear Cate,
Words have always been your comfort. You've been telling yourself stories so long that
you forget you even do it—it's as natural to you as breathing. When you were younger, you
looked at your parents, who met when they were fifteen and married at twenty-one, who swore
that they didn't have sex until marriage (even though you know now that probably isn't true).
You told yourself that you would end up just like them, that you would find your person, and you
would make a family and be happy.
As you got older, you realized that you were less like your parents than you thought. You
had an easy time making friends, but a hard time opening up to them. You always wanted too
much from people—you never knew how to calibrate your expectations. But words would
always satisfy you. So you became the type of girl who always has at least one book in her bag,
who's always carrying a notebook and a pen.
Words drew you to Will. You loved his poetry, and you loved that he cared enough to
hear yours. You loved that he seemed to care about what you thought.
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You were reading all the time to combat loneliness. And when you met Will—a man of
ideas, you assumed—you decided to talk to him. To quote Chris Kraus, you thought, "If I can't
make you fall in love me for who I am, maybe I can interest you with what I understand." You
didn't trust your body to do the work of seducing him, so you set your brain on task. You
vacuumed the words up—Inga Muscio, Talib Kweli, Rigoberta Menchu, Mos Def—and spit
them back at Will with amusing twists and turns. You blushed and talked too fast. When you
heard him mention something about biblical "forbidden fruit," you told him that some scholars
think that it was not the apple, but the more suggestively shaped banana that first tempted Eve.
You drew this conclusion forward to the banana's bloody history of colonization. Race, sex,
justice—it was all connected in your mind.
You're about to read Kraus' book I Love Dick, and it will change your life. Just like Inga
Muscio's Cunt and Autobiography of a Blue-eyed Devil taught you to trust the inherent funkiness
of your voice, Kraus will help you to understand the power of analyzing lived experience. I Love
Dick is many things: a memoir, a roman à clef, a fictionalized case study of the grotesqueness of
female desire, an argument to reconsider feminist art, and a reclamation of the first person voice.
It is the gas can that you throw on the fire of your infatuation for Will. It is what makes you feel
alive in despair.
Chris Kraus becomes infatuated with a man named Dick, and she projects her own
insecurities, ideas, and analysis onto the blank screen of his silence. He is a "Cowboy type," a
cipher of male stoicism and romantic non-response. He is an Everyman, as Kraus later referred
to him in an interview, "every Dick . . . Uber Dick . . . a transitional object."
Will is your transitional object. You will almost break yourself trying to understand him,
in the hopes that it will help you understand yourself. Kraus points to Ann Rower, who says,
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"When you're writing in real time you have to revise a lot." Kraus interprets: "By this I think she
means that every time you try and write the truth it changes. More happens. Information
constantly expands." Your understanding of Will expands and contracts, transforms, shifts,
disappears and reappears at random. But your knowledge of self—that is the true project. Every
time you try to get the truth down, it changes.
Love, Cate

Two weeks after we slept together, I texted Will because I knew he was back from his trip. My
phone rang immediately.
"You're gonna live a long time." His voice was low and slow like a drawl, but his tone
and tenor were classic New York black man—as if he practiced imitating Jay-Z. "I was just
about to call you. I'm leaving work."
"Have you eaten dinner?
"Not yet."
"Come over. We'll go get some food."
"Okay, but I just missed the streetcar. It'll be a minute."
I put on the set of lingerie that I bought while he was out of town. It cost a mind-boggling
$218. I covered up with a $10 Target dress.
Will had said it would take about 20 minutes. It took 40. He called me when he was
close, and I walked outside to meet him. He was still a block away, and as he saw me, he threw
his hands over his head. I wanted to run to him, but I didn't feel comfortable showing that much
glee. I felt glued to my door. I threw my arms over my head, and when he got 15 feet away, I
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walked to him. I gave him a big hug. He was sweaty. I didn't care.
We walked to my neighborhood bar. I bought us beers, and he bought dinner. I rested my
hand in the center of the table, hoping that he would reach out and take it. He didn't.
We migrated to the bar after we finished eating. At one moment, my favorite of the night,
we sat next to each other, and as he swayed back and forth on his barstool, my fingers grazed the
outside of his forearm. His forearm, like everything I love about this world, was hard and soft at
the same time.
"I have to catch the bus home," he said.
"You really don't."
"Yeah, I really do."
I didn't understand why he didn't want to come back to my house. Why did he want to
meet up with me if he wasn't interested? We hugged goodbye. He was a few minutes late, and he
ran—literally—to the bus stop. I stayed up a while hoping that he would call and say he missed
the bus. He didn't.

Dear Cate,
I've decided to spare you the monotony of telling most of this story. Besides, it all falls
into a general pattern. Have discouraging experiences with Will (he leaves the toilet seat up,
sleeps in your bed with his back to you, refuses to apologize when he hurts your feelings, walks
past you in a club and pretends he doesn't see you, etc.), then have sex with him again. It doesn't
matter how many times you do it. Nothing substantially changes.
Love, Cate
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To be female still means being trapped within the purely
psychological. No matter how dispassionate or large a vision
of the world a woman formulates, whenever it includes her
own experience and emotion, the telescope's turned back on
her. Because emotion's just so terrifying the world refuses to
believe that it can be pursued as discipline, as form. Dear
Dick, I want to make the world more interesting than my
problems. Therefore, I have to make my problems social. . . .
My entire state of being's changed because I've become my
sexuality: female, straight, wanting to love men, be fucked. Is
there a way of living with this like a gay person, proudly?
–Chris Kraus

Dear Cate,
The thing that you can't make anyone understand is why you are still committed to loving
Will even though his disrespectful behavior renders him unworthy. "He's an asshole," "He never
loved you," "He never deserved you anyway"—you've heard it all. Assuming arguendo that all
those statements are true, what is the worth of your continued devotion to this man?
"It's not a devotion to him"—I can already hear your protest—"It's devotion to me. It's
devotion to my convictions and my own desire." That sounds convincing, but should I really
trust you?
Still, that part—listening to desire—that's important. And it's important, too, that you are
committed to a truth that does not automatically deny your own attractiveness or sex appeal. As
much as people tell you, "He's not worth it," that's not what you hear. You hear, "It's clear that
he's just stringing you along until someone better comes around." And by "better," you think they
mean "prettier."
Love, Cate
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I Love Dick begins with a dinner of Chris Kraus, her intellectual husband Sylvère, and Sylvère's
colleague, Dick. Dick makes eyes at Chris throughout dinner, and she finds herself—after years
of sexless marriage—feeling sexual desire for the first time in several years. After dinner, Dick
invites Chris and Sylvère to stay the night at his house to avoid a long drive on bad roads. The
three of them stay up late, drinking and talking about art. When Chris and Sylvère wake up the
next morning, Dick is gone. Chris thinks of the many one-night stands she's had in her life, the
men who left before she woke the next morning. The couple waits for three hours, but Dick does
not return. Over breakfast, Chris tells Sylvère that she thinks she and Dick have just shared a
"Conceptual Fuck." That night, they receive a phone call from Dick saying that he was
"surprised" to find them gone on his return. (Chris doesn't explicitly call him on "this lame
excuse about going to get breakfast—at 7:30 in the morning in this tiny town where the grocery
store is 3 minutes away.")
The Conceptual Fuck gets Chris thinking, though, and in the next four days, she and
Sylvère write letters to Dick—ninety single-spaced pages worth of letters, in fact. It begins as an
idea for an art project: a film they could shoot at Dick's ranch, with him discovering all the letters
pinned to cacti. Then, as Chris finds herself reaching the outer limits of Dick's comfort with her
and her art project (A rare moment of Dick being forthright: "But you don't know me! We've had
two or three evenings! Talked on the phone once or twice! And you project this shit all over me,
you kidnap me, you stalk me, invade me with your games, and I don't want it! I never asked for
it! I think you're evil and psychotic!"), the project becomes a case study of the grotesqueness of
female desire.
Dick's non-response and neutrality is precisely what fuels this project: "At that time in
your life, you said, you were experimenting with never saying No," Kraus writes him. As he is
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neutral, she commits fully to female desire, even as her behavior is irrational. At one point, she
calls it "the psychosis of adolescence." She embraces a female desire that is not contingent upon
male consent, and this form of desire is perceived as inherently grotesque:
[M]en admitted that though they found my work repugnant, it was
"intelligent" and "courageous." I believed that if I could understand
this link I could extend it to the critical misreads of a certain kind
of female art. "I have just realized that the stakes are myself,"
Diane di Prima wrote in Revolutionary Letters in 1973. "Because
we rejected a certain kind of critical language, people just assumed
that we were dumb," the genius Alice Notley said when I visited
her in Paris. Why is female vulnerability still only acceptable when
it's neuroticized and personal; when it feeds back on itself? Why
do people still not get it when we handle vulnerability like
philosophy, at some remove?
Dear Cate,
Chris Kraus will more than double your understanding of "the personal is political." You
already understand that women's personal choices are not quite dictated, but at least influenced,
by political realities and the cultural zeitgeist. And you understand that women's interior lives
have an intrinsic value. But Kraus' interpretation—more than her interpretation, her language—
argue for the political purpose in examining so-called women's issues as art and "performative
philosophy." She is heady and scholastic, but she also embraces the neurotic need of the firstperson. She voices pure, unadulterated, grotesque desire. She is the first woman who convinces
you that you can truly write about anything—your desire, your period, the fact that you throw up
sometimes. She teaches you that confessional writing doesn't have to be shameful and
manipulative. She settles your internal argument about whether you actually have something
worthwhile to write about.
Love, Cate
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One night, about six weeks into our sputtering affair, I invited Will to dinner at my house. He
asked if he could bring a traveling poet. I said yes. He said they'd be there in half an hour, around
7:30. They didn't show up until 9. The food suffered with the wait. We all sat on my futon—my
French Quarter apartment was too small for a couch and table with chairs. Will poked at the
food, hardly eating it.
"Do you not like it?" I asked.
"It tastes white," he said.
"White?"
"Like, watery. Bland."
The rest of the evening went a lot like that. At midnight, I went outside for a cigarette and
told Will that it was time for anyone not sleeping over to go home. The traveling poet left, and
Will and I got into an inevitable, dumb fight.
He was mad. "The events of the past few days have been… discomfiting to say the least.
Now here we are, and you just made my boy leave, even though it's early. What the fuck?"
"Maybe you think it's early, but I've been up since 8. I'm tired."
"What if I want to go out?"
"If you want to leave, then leave. Just don't leave in a huff."
We stood in the doorway, not touching, not looking at each other.
"Can we go back inside to talk about it?" I asked.
"Fine."
The courtyard smelled like jasmine and sweet olive, and the night was clear and warm. I
was good at keeping my cool when I was frustrated, at helping him to draw out whatever he
needed to say. I talked to him about his past, anxieties, and feelings, until I felt his tension
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evaporate. It broke fully when something behind him fell, and he jumped! He was afraid of the
rats that haunted banana-tree-lined courtyards.
"It was just a flower petal."19 I stood up. "How about a hug?"
We stayed in each other's arms for what felt like a full five minutes. Early in the hug, I
tried to break away—I always felt like I needed to give him as much space as possible—and he
clasped me tighter to him. He asked, "What do other people think when you look at them the
way that you look at me?"
"Maybe I don't look at other people the way I look at you, Will."
"You are ornery." He touched my hair. "And precocious." He pushed his hips deep into
mine. "So no windows face this courtyard. People could get it on."
I laughed. "Actually, there's a giant window in the first floor apartment. If you want to get
it on al fresco, I'd recommend the balcony. It would be more comfortable." I leaned in to kiss
him, but he froze. I pulled away and suggested we go to bed. Inside, I went to the bathroom, and
when I came out, he was lying on my bed, in his clothes, on top of the covers, with his eyes
closed. When I got into my own bed, he turned his back to me. I stayed awake, fuming, but I
was too much a coward to throw him out.
The next day, he said, "We never should have slept together. We should've just been
friends."
I was so hurt and galled by that statement, I couldn't say anything back. We should've just
stayed friends? The only thing that I knew about our relationship was how deeply I desired him. I
couldn't believe he wanted to erase the thing that mattered the most to me about our connection. I
wanted to make love, but he didn't. He left. The next day I sent him a long, heartfelt letter. He
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Hefty petals from banana trees can easily be six to eight inches long and three or four across.
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never responded.

Dear Cate,
Will's going to tell you a lot of secrets. This part will wear on you. You see, they're just
secrets, and in a lot of ways, no one really cares what his particular secrets are. Was he born to
an institutionalized paranoid schizophrenic, did he have an affair with his high school teacher,
has he killed anyone? It's all interesting, but none of it really matters, because he's just your
transitional object. There's no telling if his secrets were true—you don't really know when he
was lying and when he wasn't. Besides, most of us lie best to ourselves.
The point is that when he told you secrets, he bound you to loyalty. Granted, you're a
writer, and you told him that upfront. Anyone should know, as Joan Didion said, "writers are
always selling someone out." And you're comfortable with that—honestly. You'll sell him out
when you tell people the parts of the story that need to be told—like the way he'd offer to walk
you out of the club, and by the time you reached the street, he'd be ten feet ahead of you. But you
don't need to sell out his secrets. They're so important to him, and to your readers, they're just
accents on an otherwise-blank screen, like patterned windowpanes.
In fact, the most interesting questions about Will are not: Does he love you, and why/why
not? The interesting question is: Does Will, as you perceive him, really exist, or is his character
your own invention?
I'll let you in on a secret: this stuff hasn't gotten any easier for me. I know I'm writing this
as if I'm doling out newspaper advice to some poor lost soul, but I assure you that this story still
haunts me. I'll confess: I saw Will less than a week ago. I went to a storytelling showcase, and he
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was one of the storytellers. I went alone, dressed to the nines (a black-and-white polka dot
number with a red ruffled petticoat peeking out from under my skirt, my bright-red bow-tie bra
straps visible on freckled shoulders). I came just before "curtain" and chose the farthest, darkest
seat in the house. He didn't see me until intermission, when I was standing outside the tiny
yellow theater, smoking again. He walked almost past me, but then he stopped to say hello,
without smiling. I said "Nice job," and he replied, "Oh, you were in there?" I nodded and then he
was gone, standing ten feet away and talking to other people. Other women kept starting
conversations with me, introducing themselves, and I thought, Isn't this nice? I get to pretend like
I'm one of those normal people who are just out to have a good time and smile and laugh and
maybe meet some new people. In reality, I was hanging on to his every word and making up the
silences between us. By the time he left (he snuck out halfway through the next show, walking
right past me, not looking or saying goodbye. I reached out to touch his hand as he went past, not
thinking—how do I forget these things? Keep your damn hands to yourself!—and felt a hollow
part of his blazer touch my fingertips, like running my hand over a ghost), I'd produced a whole
saga, an opera of emotion as the incidental music to my evening. When I remembered what
happened—the real memory, the record, not the thing I've painted over with all my colors of
subtext and meaning—I counted no more than ten words.
In I Love Dick, Chris Kraus writes about this same phenomenon:
It was interesting, though, to plummet back into the psychosis of
adolescence. Living so intensely in your head that boundaries
disappear. It's a warped omnipotence, a negative psychic power, as
if what happens in your head really drives the world outside.
Here's another secret: Will and I acted out a decent chunk of our relationship on the almostdefunct social networking site MySpace. Aside from analyzing his updates and messages, I lived
for the view counts. MySpace told me every time someone looked at my profile or, more
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importantly, read one of my "blogs."
Writing through the pain was my attempt at sublimation, but there was another side to it:
I didn't feel validated—like I had truly turned pain into something else—unless I had a reader.
And the reader I wanted was Will. Kraus writes to Dick:
I've never thought writing could be such a direct communication
but you're a perfect listener. My silent partner, listening so long as
I stay on track and tell you what is really on my mind. I don't need
any encouragement, approval or response as long as you are
listening.
There's a part of me that still needs to know that Will is listening.
Here's another confession: I emailed Will three weeks ago. I had been working on this
essay about him. I wondered how much of his character was invented or was only serving the
ultimate purpose of my first-draft story: to convince myself that he loved me. I don't know what
exactly stirred up the old feelings. Strike that—that's a lie. I know what stirred up the old
feelings: they're always there, ready to be stirred. I catch his scent or see a man with a passing
similarity to his form, I remember a joke or want to read a poem, I listen to the Wolf Parade song
"I'll Believe in Anything," and I find myself smiling with my eyes closed, hand thumping a
mimicked heartbeat over my breast.
It was three weeks ago. I had recently given a reading of a short essay, and a friend of
mine put the video on YouTube. I wanted Will to watch it, and more, I wanted to know if he
did—or at least as well as I could. I emailed him as soon as I got the link—a full day before I'd
put it on facebook. I said, "I want to share this video with you," and a few other things, nothing
intimate. I watched the view count, but honestly, I couldn't ever tell when I was the one
triggering the upticks. What matters is that when I saw the view count rise, I thought about him
watching the video. I checked the count several times a day, especially right before falling asleep
and again as soon as I woke up. If there were viewings in the middle of the night, I told myself,
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they had to be him.
Which assertion, of course, is at least semi-ridiculous. I hardly knew Will four years
ago—I never saw where he lived, met few of his friends, and did not meet anyone in his family.
Even then, I didn't know much about his sleeping or waking hours. All I knew was what it was
like to have him in the same bar, on my balcony, or in my bed, sometimes ignoring me,
sometimes not.
So why is it so important to me that he still reads me? Why am I positioning him—my
transitional object, my blank screen of silence—as my ideal reader? I guess maybe it's because I
think my writing is the only thing he saw in me, and if that's so, I want his love for my writing to
last forever. It's the way I get to keep him.
Here's one last secret: last night, I was trying to fall asleep, and every ten minutes I came
up with an idea that I had to get down. All of it was about this—about Will, projection, the ideal
reader, real writers, inventions and ignorance. I had this moment of weakness, and I prayed,
"Will, if you can hear me, meet me in my dreams. I want to talk to you. Please come."
I woke up remembering nothing but an utterly black unconsciousness.
Love, Cate

I'm moved to talk to you about art because I think you'll
understand and I think I understand art more than you—
—Because I'm moved in writing to be irrepressible. Writing to
you feels like some holy cause, cause there's not enough
female irrepressibility written down. I've fused my silence and
repression with the entire female gender's silence and
repression. I think the sheer fact of women talking, being,
paradoxical, inexplicable, flip, self-destructive but above all
else public is the most revolutionary thing in the world.
-Chris Kraus
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No wonder Chris—whose crush on Dick supposedly initiates
the adventure—feels "reactive . . . the Dumb Cunt, a factory of
emotions evoked by all the men."
-Joan Hawkins, afterword to I Love Dick

Dear Cate,
I hate to tell you this, but you're about to produce a lot of tears.
You're ready for it; I can tell. But you still don't quite know what you've gotten yourself
into. For years and years, you stifled any tears that came up when you were trying to talk about
your family, death, illness, your relationship with food, or any traumatic thing that brushed
against your life. You still let yourself cry, though—spread out on the dorm room floor, wrapped
in a comforter, eating wonton soup and watching VH-1 for twelve hours at a time. The right
combination of sleep deprivation, blue light, and scant human contact would transform you into a
crying machine—a steady leak from your tear ducts. You'd hardly even notice the wet cheeks. It
was the best way, for a while, of letting the emotions out.
It worked, until you realized that you were 330 pounds, and you were in so much
constant pain that you didn't even have the words to talk about it anymore. Your body was the
physical manifestation of all the pain you'd swallowed up to hold onto. The truths in your skin
couldn't be acknowledged: you knew yourself to be incapable of forming lasting, meaningful
relationships—all your friendships fell apart after something or another. Until Will, you'd never
even really kissed anyone—not the way that it counts, not meeting a person and looking into his
or her eyes at least semi-sober and desiring, not as a communication of affection and attraction.
Your kisses were drunken desperation, always initiated by someone even drunker and more
desperate than you.
And then one day you moved to New Orleans, into a friend group that was mostly made
up of students getting their masters in social work. Using the same "reframing" tools they used
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with victims of domestic violence or sexual assault, these women taught you how to talk about
your feelings. And in a drudging crawl of two years, you finally decided that you could be who
you wanted. You decided to stop hating yourself. You decided you could fall in love.
From the day you write your farewell letter to Will, you'll cry. Sometimes you will only
briefly tear up at your desk. Sometimes you will go at it for several hours, choking and
hiccupping alone in your apartment. At least once, you will sit in a rainstorm, laughing and
crying. You'll keep this up for about a year and a half, crying almost every day.
You'll stop crying so much after you start dating Alex, my boyfriend. But you still cry a
lot. You're empathetic, a textbook woman with "weak ego boundaries." That's the problem with
being the only open, emotional one in the relationship—people use you to figure out their own
emotions. The beautiful thing is learning how to say no.
Love, Cate

Three weeks after I sent the unanswered letter to Will, I returned to poetry night. I was nervous
and afraid, but I read poetry aloud. When I was reading, I felt like the words fell out of me too
quickly, or like I tripped on them, or maybe like they tore little cuts in my lips as they came out.
After the reading, Will sat down next to me and smiled. For the rest of the night, no one
else existed. I lived inside Will's eyes. We sat at our own table, and it was like we were our own
solar system, a finite universe.
I told him that I loved him, and he told me that he didn't believe that anyone truly loved
him. I told him that I loved him, and he told me that he wasn't capable of love. I told him that I
loved him, and he told me that he read everything I ever wrote.
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I held his hands as fiercely, tightly, as I could. I pulled them in toward my chest. When I
had to go to the bathroom, I squeezed his hands. "Don't leave."
"I won't," he said.
Later, he squeezed my hands before he went to the bathroom. He said, "Don't leave." In
that moment, I knew he loved me.
Later, he said, "I'll tell you everything. Just not here. Let me come to your house. I'll tell
you why."

Dear Cate,
We're going to edit this part out for everyone's sake. When you got back to the courtyard,
Will told you his secrets. You had sex again, but it was sad and strange. It was the last time.
Two days later, you got into a horrible fight. You both made cutting remarks. Two
months after that, you saw each other again, kissed and exchanged I love yous. You spent
Thanksgiving together. You saw each other at poetry night. You gave him burned CDs for
Christmas. He came back to your house. You drank. You talked. You kissed. You finally told
him that you were a virgin before him. Aghast, he finally apologized. You never slept together
again.
The last time you had a real conversation was three years ago in May, almost a year to
the day after the first time you'd had sex. You spent the whole day together, and he ended up
back at your apartment. You found yourself sitting on that bed, again, swaying . . . You kicked
him out.
You've seen him a few times over the years. You stay on opposite sides of the room.
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Sometime you hug—that distant hug where you don't let your bodies touch. Sometimes you say
hello or goodbye. Sometimes he leans close to your ear and says, "Been a long time." Sometimes
he looks at you, and you feel like you're standing in your old apartment, halfway between the bed
and the balcony. Sometimes it's all he can do to throw up a peace sign on his way out the door.
You never follow him anywhere. It's a way to keep yourself safe. To be honest, there are
many times when you would spend the whole day walking just for a chance to see him, for a
chance to touch that sense of magic. But then you remember, that's always how it is. You are
always chasing him, even when you haven't seen him for so long that you've forgotten his scent.
Love, Cate

I can make a story out of it, out of us. Make it pretty or sad,
laughable or haunting. Dress it up with legend and aura and
romance . . . The story of what happened, or what did not
happen but should have—that story can become a curtain
drawn shut, a piece of insulation, a disguise, a razor, a tool
that changes every time it is used and sometimes becomes
something other than we intended. The story becomes the
thing needed.
-Dorothy Allison

Dear Cate,
Story is the prayer you used when you were trying to fall asleep at night. Story was your
reassurance that you would wake up the next morning safe in your bed, that the monsters or
killer bees or murderers wouldn't get you. Story was comfort that your family, your people, were
all going to be okay. Story was the bare, naked hope that you could wake up a new person.
For two full decades of your life, you fell asleep most nights wishing you could wake up
in another body. One night, you confessed to a friend who was sleeping over: "Sometimes I wish
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I could just wake up a hundred pounds thinner." Your friend said, "But then you wouldn't weigh
anything, silly!" She was wrong. You still would've weighed almost a hundred pounds. But that's
not what matters—what matters is that you realized this thought wasn't something to share with
the world. It was a secret to help you fall asleep at night.
You don't tell yourself stories about waking up with a new body anymore. You've finally
learned that your body is nothing to pray over—if you want it to be different, you know how to
change it. You've also learned that it's not so hideously deformed that it needs changing.
Yesterday, you wore the first bikini you've worn in twenty years. You were fat in the bikini—a
dome of white flesh with the faintest pale purple scars formed the canvas between the chevron
spandex print—but you wore it. You showed your body, and you didn't even get ashamed and
sad when you went out to the pool and there were boys there, and you realized they could see
your body and might not like it.
Four years later, you still like to tell yourself stories about Will. Even though you have a
boyfriend—you haven't kissed anyone except Alex in three years—you still think about Will.
You still fantasize about him, even when you read these old stories and remember how shabbily
he treated you. Why is that?
In one of her letters, Chris Kraus wrote to Dick:
How do you continue when the connection to the other person is
broken (when the connection is broken to yourself)? To be in love
with someone means believing that to be in someone else's
presence is the only means of being, completely, yourself.
When I tell myself stories, my consciousness still feels entirely wedded to Will's. I can call up
the memory of his scent with more precision than precious stories from childhood. When I pray
for a dream-meeting of our minds, I'm certain that he can feel my consciousness, too.
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My attachment to Will is an attachment to the storytelling magic within myself. It holds
tight to the "psychosis of adolescence." When I tell myself stories about Will, I tell myself that I
was a special person in his life, that I was beautiful, that I was brilliant, that I was a paragon of
womanhood. In the stories I tell myself, I rarely remember his true disposition: distant, rude,
whiny, stubborn. Instead, I remember the character that I created.
I still want to believe my stories about Will, even when I know they're destructive. I keep
trying to find ways to "prove" to myself how he really feels. For example: maybe I will create a
secret blog where I post my poetry, and I'll make a post on facebook that appears to be public,
but is actually only shown to Will. I won't give the URL to anyone else. Then, if I get any
website hits, I'll know for sure it's him on the other side of the screen.
Especially if the clicks come in the middle of the night. Last night, I was trying to fall
asleep, and I kept startling awake with new ideas. Maybe this is why I imagine Will is always
checking for me in the middle of the night: because that's when storyteller-me works her magic.
And yet, every time I'm sure the click comes from him, I hear something inside say: Or maybe it
was just me.
But I believe. Why is it so important for me to believe in something so foolish? Precisely
because it is foolish. I'm the type of girl, born and bred in the American Midwest, who thinks
that even my dream of being a "real writer" might be a bit too far-fetched. I've been working as a
secretary since I graduated from college because I'm paid at least $14 an hour to do work that
requires but few "feminine" skills. I'm the girl who thought that no man would ever love me, that
I'd never write anything worth reading, and that even if I did, it would be dismissed as trifling
"women's work." Will, invention or not, is the cipher that represents a completely separate male
validation, respect, and attraction.
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I can admit that Will is a psychic invention. Splitting of the self seems to be a nearly
natural outgrowth to the psychopathology of femaleness. Mass hysteria, multiple personality
disorders, and repressed memories have all been tied to the female experience. The feminist
writer Amanda Marcotte, in a review of Sybil Exposed: The Extraordinary Story Behind the
Famous Multiple Personality Case, explains:
Not to put too fine a point on it, but "repressed memories" and
"multiple personalities" had symbolic resonance with women who
were torn between their feminist desires and the continued
constraints put on their ambitions by a sexist society.
In I Love Dick, Kraus writes:
R.D. Laing never figured out that "the divided self' is female
subjectivity. Writing about an ambitious educated 26-year-old
"schizophrenic girl" in the suburban 1950s: " . . . the patient
repeatedly contrasts her real self with her false compliant self." Oh
really.
Maybe my continued attachment to Will is just a desperate grasp at the girl inside who
holds to her dreams, despite how foolish, un-calculated, and un-measured for success they are.
Love, Cate

Will and I trusted one another with as many stories as we could spit at each other in a few hours'
time. I told him about a kitten that I accidentally stepped on, and he told me he dropped a cat out
his apartment window. He told me about his father's death. He told me about his teenage rage,
the boy he tried to stab. I told him—
What did I even tell him? I can hardly remember. I told him about books I read and music
I loved. I played songs and read him passages aloud and forced homework into his hands. I told
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him every idea I could make up, anything I could possibly think of to get him to like me. I was
afraid to tell him most of my stories.
What stories couldn't we tell each other? I think he couldn't tell me about his anxious
masculinity (oh, the ideas, again), even though or perhaps because I saw him as a consummate
man. I couldn't tell him that I knew from the get-go that I wouldn't be enough woman for him. I
probably can't have children. I have too much testosterone. My body isn't all right inside or out. I
am not, have never been, pretty enough.
Once, cornered, he told me that he had wanted to sleep with me because of my
"voluptuousness."
"The tits," I said, weary.
He frowned. "Not just the tits. Your lips and . . . You have a beautiful smile. A great
smile." It was one of the few times I remember him paying me a non-intellectual compliment.
Now, I think on it; I pore. Voluptuous, like a vixen, a goddess, an undeniably female
thing. I was soft, that's what he always told me. I think about us now, about the things we forced
out of and into one another, because we couldn't make sense of ourselves and each other. We
couldn't tell the right stories.

Dear Dick, No woman is an island-ess. We fall in love in hope
of anchoring ourselves to someone else, to keep from falling.
-Chris Kraus
It is through her love for Dick that she begins to write,
through her passion for him that she finds her own voice. And
in that sense he can be seen as an "author" of her work. But
this doubling up of language and self-referentiality is also an
elaborate part of the "game"—a reminder that even (or
perhaps "especially") critical texts are unstable, are signifying
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chains which feed off themselves. Even critical texts can
be/should be seen as "fiction."
-Joan Hawkins, afterword to I Love Dick

Dear Cate,
In the afterword to I Love Dick, Joan Hawkins explains the curious relationship between
the work of "real" Dick, Dick Hebdige, and the work attributed to the fictional Dick in Kraus'
book. In I Love Dick, Chris Kraus describes Dick's work, but in fact, she creates the work she
ascribes to him. She quotes from "his" book Aliens & Anorexia, which she herself published
thirteen years after I Love Dick. She subsumes his work and makes it a part of herself.
It's hard to see the true danger of the stories you tell yourself, especially at night. Often,
their meaning doesn't show itself until you spend some hours in the sunlight hammering at the
exact wording of the thing. James Baldwin wrote that "writers work in the disastrously explicit
medium of language," and the thing about storytelling-fantasy is that the words—hard words—
are hardly necessary. The subtext, the images, the memory of scents and sensations, can run
implicitly throughout your system. You can hold onto Will forever if you never put any words to
him.
But you did put words to him, and now you see this: You love Will like a satellite of a
younger, more innocent you. You love him because he reminds you that you, too, were lovable
even though you didn't believe it. Your love of him is lunacy.
What is the purpose of the moon? It captures and reflects back the light we emanated and
promptly forgot. When all is dark, it holds the day's light, so we remember it will be back
tomorrow. It reassures us, like the stories we tell ourselves.
Always, Me

95

Loving the Bigger Fat

I wake up to the clatter of metal hitting hardwood and a thump. Next to me, my boyfriend is on
the floor. Our metal-woven platform bed has partially collapsed. My side of the mattress remains
on its perch, but the other half makes a lean-to against the floor. Broken bits of metal peek out
from the mess underneath Alex. A deep moan rises from his belly and grows into a wail.
"Come on," I say. "Let's get up."
I stand and wait for him to join me. He's coming from a lower depth, and he moves
slower than I do. "Come here." I hold open my arms. He falls into them and cries. "It's okay," I
tell him. "It's okay."
We pull the mattress off the mangled frame. We bought this "Better than a Box Spring"
about ten months ago, one of many bed-related purchases since we've been together. It takes a lot
to support us.
When we first met, Alex weighed about 500 pounds to my 215. Since then, we've made
and lost more progress than I can comprehend—Alex lost and gained back 50 pounds, and I've
done the same with about 40. We still have a way to go.

I'm stuck in traffic, trying to keep my patience. I look at my hands. Alex calls them doll hands. I
don't understand what that means, though. My veins glow greenish against pink and white skin,
which is otherwise marked by freckles and cat scratches. My nails are clipped short, unpainted,
usually a little dirty. I think of a doll hand—consistently colored, polished, its fingers splayed
only for definition, never to grasp or touch.
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Bored, I imagine how I must look to passing drivers. I see myself with a scarf on my
head, fabulous vintage clothes, big sunglasses, driving a shiny boat of a car. I'm Janet Leigh from
Psycho.
Then, of course, I realize that I'm not. The interior of my decade-old Chevy was already
stained and cigarette-burned when I bought it. The exterior has a few dents and scratches and is
always liberally dusted with pollen, leaves, burrs, dead flowers, and bird shit. And, well, I'm me.
I'm plain and tall. I wear glasses. I'm fat and redheaded. When I wake up in the morning, I look
through a tossed-over room for the cleanest shirt to wear with my black pants. I skip makeup. I
skip glamour.
And yet, in my mind's eye, I'm glamorous. Leigh is just an avatar, and an infrequent one
at that. Most of the minor actors I cast to play "Cate Root" in my head are at least based on some
version of me—green eyes, red hair, curls and curves. But they're all stand-ins, waiting for the
"true me" to emerge. Someday, I tell myself. Someday, I will be the right weight. Someday,
when I'm closer to 200 pounds than 300, I'll just cast myself.
I feel like I've already been so many people. There's me, nine years old in a B-cup bra
and taller than most of the boys in my class. Me at thirteen, fidgeting in a swimsuit, already selfconscious about stretch marks, a red web that quickly formed between my pale breasts and
freckled shoulders. Me at fifteen, shrouded in an oversized flannel shirt.20 Me at seventeen,
trying on a new personality in New York City, hoping all the black would be slimming. Me at
twenty-five, feeling graceful and lithe at 215 pounds, slipping on a pair of size 14 jeans and
20

The flannel was a style that I picked up from a boy I liked years before. We carpooled to our K-12 school
together. When I—an awkward, fat seventh grader—developed a crush on the high school junior, he
stopped speaking to me. I grew to despise passing him in the halls, worrying so much about whether he'd
make a face, say something rude, or just ignore me. I remember how quickly his message reached me: You
are unattractive, and fat, and ugly, and wrong. You are so wrong that your desire has the ability to upset a
sixteen-year-old’s social standing. He must save his reputation from your damning influence. And yet, in
my own sophomore year, there I was in that same flannel.
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partying on a French Quarter balcony until dawn. Me now, twenty-eight and noticing every back
ache, every exacerbated hangover, every extra second it takes to push myself out of a low chair.
Those younger girls all feel lost to me now. I wonder, is it my fault? Was I supposed to
take hold of them and keep them closer to me? Why can't I remember when I first got fat? Why
can't I figure out what I looked like, really looked like, at any point in time? Why do old pictures
always surprise me?
My family is big on pictures, but not their organizational trappings—photo albums,
scrapbooks, anything tangible that can tell you a story about the past. We have photographs, but
they're stuffed in drawers and set between the pages of novels. Some are even put into frames,
but usually, there are a handful of photos behind the one you can see. My parents have been
married for thirty-five years, and their wedding photos consist of a bunch of blurry Polaroids
stuck in a paper bag.
When I was in high school, I remember finding an old photo that shocked me. In it, I was
probably seven or eight years old. I wore denim play clothes and rode a carousel. My arms
stretched above my head, and I grinned at the camera. Looking at it, I recognized the exuberance,
but not the girl. That photograph made me question my entire history, the underlying assumption
that I always was, am, and will be fat, because the girl in that photo is exactly height/weight
proportional. She's practically skinny.

#
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I met Alex in a murderer's courtyard on the outskirts of the French Quarter in April 2008, when
we both attended a garden party hosted by one of his coworkers, Patrick. 21
Romance was not in the air, even without the pernicious atmosphere of bleached-out
gore.22 By midnight, most of the party guests had gone. Patrick, Alex, another guest and I were
the only ones still sitting under the moonlight. Our conversation grew silly, talking about
Patrick's childhood tours of Prince Edward Island and his family's obsession with Anne of Green
Gables. At one point, we broke out in laughter, and Alex fell backward, taking the chair down
with him. I laughed even harder but hoped my mirth wouldn't be construed as cruelty. My heart
went out to Alex in his embarrassment, but then again, fat people falling down are pretty funny.
Alex didn't hit on me that night. By the time we were both available, about six months
later, I'd convinced myself it was a bad idea. I'd spent my summer with a Jerk, and I wasn't ready
to move on.
The summer that I spent with the Jerk, at 24 and 215 pounds, I felt like I was on the verge
of something. The Jerk was very attractive, and part of me thought being associated with him
made me more attractive. This thing that I was on the verge of—it was something more than
popularity or validation. It was the idea that maybe, when people looked at me, I wouldn't be fat
anymore. They would see me next to a man, six feet tall, well-muscled, the type whose
attractiveness couldn't be questioned—and I would fit. Maybe I was a bit larger than they

21

Patrick had recently moved to New Orleans (despite self-professed proclivities toward industry and fitness)
and rented the apartment where in October 2006, Zack Bowen strangled Addie Hall in the bathtub,
dismembered her, and cooked her. Days later, Bowen jumped off the roof of the Omni Royal Orleans hotel
with a confession in his pocket. Their story transfixed the local media, not only for its gruesomeness and
proximity to Halloween, but because Zack and Addie "fell in love the night Katrina hit." (Tara Jill
Ciccarone, "The Bad Places," originally published at NOLAFugees.com, November 2006).
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Most of the guests (including Alex) avoided the actual apartment, but I couldn't help my curiosity. The
bathtub had been painted black—before the murder, Patrick said, although he couldn't be sure. The landlord
tried to strip the paint, but there was no getting back to porcelain-white. The tub, streaked with pitch-black,
stayed ashy gray.
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thought appropriate, but still, appealing. They would know there has to be something there. I
would be beautiful, whole.
As late fall turned to winter, Alex and I began spending more time together. One night,
under the charm of many drinks and quick-witted conversation, I took him home with me, even
though I didn't want to pursue a romantic relationship. That decision was colossally misguided.
Alex and I spoke every day; he was becoming one of my best friends. But I couldn't commit to
him. I had to shut him down.
Somewhere in my black heart, I questioned my own motives. When things went south
with the Jerk, I had found comfort in cardboard-box pizza and ice cream. I had already gained
back fifteen or twenty pounds. I feared that if I got together with Alex, more would follow. If
being with the attractive Jerk made me more attractive, would being with Alex make me fatter?23
On our occasional short walks through the Quarter, Alex grew sweaty and began to pant.
He couldn't keep up with me. And so one afternoon in December, staring out at the Mississippi
River, I told Alex that I couldn't be with him. I just wasn't ready. I was afraid of getting hurt
again. And I couldn't deal with the fact that he was really, really fat.

Most of my family battles with weight, but few are actually fat. Mostly, we're big—the women
around 5'7", the men around 6 feet. The women are what fashion magazines call "pear-shaped,"

23

Did he make me fatter? I guess, maybe. He's the best cook I've ever known, and he believes that cooking
for someone is the best way to show that you love them. But he also tells me that I should go for a walk or
do some yoga. Should he be held to a different standard because he is fat? He's not the only person who
uses food to show love. Besides, I've never gorged on a home-cooked meal made by someone who loves
me the same way I self-punishingly binge on crappy cardboard-box pizza, the food I eat when I feel like
nobody loves me.
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holding all their weight around their hips and bellies, swollen like upright eggs. The men are
large but rarely hulking. Their struggles come in beer bellies and double-chins.
Over the years, my mother, father, sister, brother, aunts, uncles, and grandmothers waxed
and waned in their sizes. I remember their faces growing pudgier or thinner, and that my hugging
arms couldn't always reach around someone's midsection. I have no memories of what made
people get fat, any giant bowls of cheese dip or faces smeared with chocolate cake. Life alone
seemed to be fattening: ice cream in the summer, beers on the porch, cheese and crackers on the
kitchen counter while Mom and Dad make dinner. What made people thin? Running ten miles a
day. A diet of chicken and green vegetables with twice-a-day workouts. Mixing canned tuna with
mustard and eating it off a Wasa cracker (I imagine that the cliché "This tastes like cardboard"
was born the first time an English-speaker tasted the Scandinavian crisp breads).
You would think that this family history would foster commiseration and compassion. In
reality, I resented the hell out of all of them. My mother's "fat" was a size 14—my "thin." My
father's "struggle with weight," as far as I could tell, seemed to consist of a pudgy eighth grade
year, before he became a runner. My brother and sister have been overweight, pudgy, a little
thick, at times. But no one in my immediate family has been fat the way I was fat. Fat like 330
pounds fat. Fat like you can't reach to clean yourself properly in the shower. Fat like you're
winded going up one flight of stairs. Fat like you have to eye each piece of furniture
suspiciously, standing for hours at social occasions to avoid the humiliation of breaking a cheap
chair. Fat like your joints hurt at the end of the day, every day. Fat like you feel you're always
standing in the way. Fat like you just take up too much space in the world. So fat that you
convince yourself that there's no other way. So fat that you'll always be fat, unless God or magic
is involved.
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And when we started dating, that's where Alex was. So fat that his mattress had a cavern
down the center. After a few nights of sliding into one another, we had to replace it. The second
was no better, leaving us with backaches and joint pain. We switched to my mattress. Within a
few months, the box spring broke. We bought a new bed frame. Within a year, it broke. Now we
sleep on a mattress that rests on the floor. That there's nothing more to break should give me
comfort. It doesn't.

The handful of men I slept with before Alex were well-muscled, hard frames. I loved the way it
felt when they held me, almost like furniture. I loved that they were like walls or coat racks that I
could hang on. Even as they pulled at my body, they felt solid and separate, an alien thing I could
choose to let inside me. I marveled at these men's bodies as if they were machines.
But Alex, Alex is soft. He is a mass of hot energy aching to be touched. He moans easily,
moans when I kiss deep. Even in his sleep, he arches toward my fingers. He is responsive and
enthusiastic. Our sex life is outside the rest of my experience—incomparable, private.
When we first got together, I imagined him as a great bear sprawled on the bed, and I
scampered from one corner to the other, like a forest nymph, some playful, dainty thing. His
solidity is different from the others. It's not that he's capable of lifting me or twisting me into
positions; it's not his ability to manipulate my body or to handle my weight. It's that he makes me
feel weightless.

#
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Alex and I have been sharing an apartment for almost three years. He is my first boyfriend and
the only man I've ever lived with. What strikes me is how completely unglamorous relationships
actually are, how all of my emotions are wrapped up in something so minute and mundane. On a
typical Tuesday night, I come home at nine and find Alex in the front room, folding laundry and
watching cartoons. Mushroom soup (only 4 Weight Watchers Points per serving!) simmers on
the stove. Books, purses, sunglasses, papers, oranges, and onions litter the kitchen table. Spices
are left on the counter, the cabinet doors ajar. The light above the microwave is on—Why does
he always leave that light on? As I sit on the couch, Alex says, "Did you see the bedroom? I
cleaned." Gratitude smothers my frustration.
Almost a year after I seduced and rejected Alex, he took me back. What changed in the
interim? I realized that I was in love with him. I loved his stupid jokes,24 his encyclopedic
knowledge of language and trivia, his grasp on geography and world history, and his jocular,
casual acceptance of almost any feeling I share.
It's never glamorous. He bumps into the shelves in our narrow kitchen and breaks the
dishes. The box springs collapse, and our bed frames splinter. Sometimes his pants rip. We
overeat ice cream. I get angry because my pants are too tight. I worry about our future, our
finances, and our fitness. I worry deeply about our health. Alex tells me that he'll never leave me.
I don't want to say, "There are other ways besides a breakup."

#
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“Well, you know what they say,” Alex prompts. When someone, usually not me, indulges him with a
response, he mixes two aphorisms, like “A bird in the hand gathers no moss.” Somehow, I just know that
he’s been telling that joke since he was twelve years old.
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One year after the breaking of the bed frame, on a restless night, Alex comes to bed. There's a
crack as he enters the room, adjusting the fan. I awake from my position on our new king
mattress and box spring, only about a month old. We bought a bed frame, too, black, three-beam,
labeled heavy-duty. It warped beyond usability within a few weeks. I meant to return it, to call it
defective, but I missed the window. It leans against the wall in the corner, waiting to be thrown
out.
I'm upset. Alex asks why, and I can't tell him. I think about his three pieces of toast at
breakfast, his two sandwiches for lunch, or his decision to eat a quesadilla when I want taco
salad for dinner. It takes effort to not audibly police his food intake, even though I know that
tactic doesn't work. I think about my mom admonishing me for eating too many oranges, my dad
eyeing my third piece of bread, my brother nibbling on a handful of almonds while the rest of the
family demolishes a spread of cheese and crackers.
This is a choice, I remind myself. Loving Alex is a choice. Loving myself, fat and all, is a
choice. It is minute and mundane, a series of efforts and setbacks and some truly excellent
progress. Still, we have a way to go.
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Beauty

I don't remember death before the kitten. I was playing with it and I stepped back—chubby
clumsy leg in a sneaker. Stepped back with my right foot and cracked the tabby's neck, blood on
the softest warm want-to-rub-your-face-in-it orange fur, scrambling fuzzy legs, panic panic panic
and nothing to be done.

My love of cats comes from my aunt Peg. My mother likes animals well enough, but for her, an
adorable kitten can't rival even an ugly baby. My father likes having a cat willing to kill bunnies
that nest in our yard. My brother and sister, well, they're dog lovers.
I first loved Peg's cat, Calico Bandit Coonface Kitten. Peg said that cats, especially
calicos, deserved four names. Calico was named for her fur, the quilt of color, and for the black
stripe across her eyes, like a bandit's mask or a raccoon's face.
Calico was older than me, and she was my first exercise in gentleness. I wanted to hold
her, to carry her tight to my chest, to squeeze her thick tail. When she got to be almost twenty
years old, I remember thinking, This is how frailty feels. The same feeling when I used to touch
my great-grandma's 90-year-old hand, the skin soft like cake frosting, the bones underneath no
more substantial than cat-tail.
I've never seen a dead cat—I've always been ushered away while the animal dies. I
shouldn't say "always," because it's only happened twice. I say "always" because it gives
permanence to this guilt. I have always loved cats, but behind my love is shame, hiding like
Lennie Small in the barn.
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As a girl, I had a keen sense of justice, but the same stock of cruelty as most children. I
remember praying aloud and braying at my cousin, trying to stop him from melting the flies on
my parents' screened-in porch. It was so wrong, so typical but wrong. My memory must be
ignoring instances when I was skipping down the sidewalk, and instead of kicking rocks or the
spiny balls of sweetgum trees, I stomped caterpillars. I know I've swatted flies. I massacred my
kitchen's cockroach civilizations.
The kitten I killed was a "loaner" from a friend of my dad's. I was five years old and had
been pestering my family to get a cat. My parents explained it all upfront, how we were just
going to be keeping Max25 for a while. But he was mine, I knew, a trial for me.

For my ninth birthday, Peg took me to a house to view adoptable kittens, and I picked a calico. I
was in love with her white belly, with the patches of orange and black dappled along her spine. I
named her Beauty Lady Rose Kitten, like a surrogate daughter for Calico. I didn't know then that
calicos are notoriously capricious, willful creatures—true cats among cats.
Months later, my mom sat me down to tell me that she had cancer. Beauty stood on my
lap, paws on my chest, licking the tears from my face. I remember that even in my dawning
grief, I was relieved that at least, for once, Beauty was showing that she actually loved me. I tried
to hug the cat, and she ran away.

25

I don't remember his name. It could have been Augustus or Felix or Tom—just about anything sounds right
if I picture myself nuzzling the kitten's belly and pressing my cheek to his. I'm going to call him Max,
because he deserves a name, and Max sounds right.
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A few years later, Beauty got hit by a car. I have an image of her in my mind, of her dead
body lying on the low stone wall at the back of our driveway, but that makes no sense. If she got
hit by a car, wouldn't she be in the street? Who moved her? Was there blood?
Starting the next day, I wore black to school for a week. Looking back, this decision to
publicly mourn strikes me as over-the-top. It's not like this was my first experience with death.
Even after Max, there were distant relatives and friends of my parents, a long, blurry reel of
indistinguishable Catholic funerals. Still, what isn't over-the-top about a twelve-year-old?
At that age, I was utterly boy-crazy, with clipped photos of celebrities taped all over the
walls of my bedroom. One day, in that room, I remembered my mother's cervical cancer from
years before. I always remembered the facts, of course: Mom got pregnant, Mom got cancer,
Mom got better. (And I stayed the youngest child.) I remembered Mom sitting instead of
kneeling at Mass, hearing our name at the call for intentions and seeing it in our parish bulletin,
the goulash and casseroles and lasagna that filled our freezer. But I had forgotten something else,
something more primal, the actual fear of loss. I had forgotten that I could have been thirteen
years old without a mother. I sat on the bed and cried and cried, and my sister heard me. She
came in the room and asked me to talk about it. I tried to tell her how I felt, looking away,
looking at those stupid pictures of men I'd never meet, never get the chance to love.

After Beauty, there was Baby—just Baby—a black male who was the sweetest little kitten
anybody in the vet's office had ever seen. Unlike Beauty, he was consistently affectionate, he
purred constantly, and he loved to sit on my lap.
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But something changed in him when my older sister left for college. Baby—the dream
cat, the lap-cat, the sweetheart—decided his new poop spot should be the very center of my
parents' king-size bed. After months of this headache, Mom cut off his access to the house. He
was banished to sleeping in the basement and forced to spend his days outdoors.
It was like he wasn't my cat anymore, but that's obviously my fault more than anyone
else's. I forgot about him after he was sent outside. I was in high school, and it was more
important for me to talk on the phone or watch TV than sit outside and pet my wayward cat.
Not too long after, I went off to college. My first Thanksgiving break, I went home, and I
didn't even notice Baby's absence from the basement and the back step. It wasn't until much later
that I finally asked, "Where's Baby?"
My outrage had little currency at the dinner table. My mom had taken over food, water,
and litter box duties years ago. My lag in realizing Baby's absence didn't help a self-righteous
position. I never got a straight answer, though, about what happened to him. "He was dragged
away by wild dogs," my mother teased me. "I think it was a car accident," my sister said. I
wanted to be angry at them—but I was the one who abandoned my cat.

A few months ago, I was driving in the center lane of a small highway, the kind with stoplights,
speed limit 40 miles per hour. I didn't see the cat darting across the road until too late. If I
swerved, I would have hit another car. I tried to slow down, but—
I felt the impact on the driver's side front tire. A sickening, undeniable thump. I watched
the rear view mirror. The cat scrambled to get away, or tried to, but—
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It jumped with its front legs and dragged from its back, a weird arching motion. I was
afraid that I would never forget the image, but after months of intentional manipulation, the
memory exists in a perpetual dissolve that hides the grimmest details. I will always remember
that I killed the cat, but not how it appeared to me during its death march. I won't have that
image taking permanent residence in my consciousness, not like the vanilla-lemon strange-sweet
scent of my mother's catheter bag.
In grief, my prayers are always sincere. I was born into Catholicism, but now the "Our
Father" and "Hail Mary" feel false on my tongue. When I was a kid, I would say the rosary five
or ten or thirty times over. I told Mom that God must be a multi-colored woman. Later, I told her
I was agnostic. Later, atheist. Now, I understand that I don't want to keep drawing a smaller and
smaller circle around what I allow myself to believe. Years ago, my dad said, "You're going to
need your faith someday. You will have trials, and you will feel all alone, and you will need to
give your burden to someone.
"The hardest time in my life . . . " Dad said, but he started to cry. The five of us, our
family, were sitting around a dinner table at a restaurant I can barely remember in Aspen,
Colorado. I was probably ten or eleven years old.
"Was it when your parents got divorced?" I asked.
Dad swallowed hard, stretching the silence. "No, it was when your mom got sick."
Then he told us some more about the importance of faith, but I don't remember that part. I
was probably un-remembering while he was talking, repeating the awkward, strained exchange
in my head over and over, turning it into a new narrative: I am so naive, so stupid. How could I
forget? Of course it was when Mom got sick. Why don't I ever understand things?

#
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I have another calico now, Mississippi River Magnolia Root. I adopted her after my first year
living alone in New Orleans, after my first great heartbreak. I woke up sobbing in the night and
decided I needed someone new to love.
I picked Mississippi much the same way I picked Beauty, sitting on the floor, watching
kittens skate across the hardwood, colliding with one another like bumper cars. Mississippi hid
under the sofa, and she didn't take a liking to me as much as the other cats did. I ignored the fact
that, much like my ex-lover, she was skittish about affection. I knew I wanted to take her home
and love her.
I often think she has the perfect body: so slim and well-suited for jumping and running.
Her patchwork fur draws compliments from strangers—"I've never seen markings like that
before!" I smile humbly, as if I have something to do with it.
I love her as if it's penance. During my Sacrament of First Reconciliation, I confessed
that I was sometimes "sort of mean" to Beauty. I said. "She makes me mad, and I push or kick
her." The priest forgave me, but he told me to try to stop, and to give the cat an extra treat.
I can play rough with Mississippi, too. She's a scratcher and a biter, and she needs
someone to antagonize. The difference is, when she meows and bites and scratches me, she's
purring. She likes to play, I think—I hope, at least.
I give her, probably for her tastes, too much affection. I think it's important to spend
fifteen minutes stroking her, caressing her chin, scratching behind her ears. I make my fingers
light and gentle like how I was first taught to pet Calico, just grazing the fur of her temples, back
and forth against her brow. She needs love, and I'm the only person who signed up to give it to
her. It's my job. Except, unlike what I thought of the other cats, I know that she's not responsible
for loving me.
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I have a partner now, a man who loves me for sure. He was in the passenger seat when I
hit the highway cat. When I said my prayers, for it and for me, he held my hand and said,
"Amen."
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